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ABSTRACT

WAKING UP THE CHILDREN SO THEY CAN WAKE UP AMERICA:
A CASE STUDY OF CULTURAL IDENTITY GROUPS
MAY 1999
PHYLLIS C. BROWN, B.A., UNIVERSITY OF RHODE ISLAND
M.M.H.S., BRANDEIS UNIVERSITY
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Sonia Nieto
This study focuses on understanding the impact of the Cultural Identity Group
(CIG) program on the racial/ethnic identity development of students who were involved
in a sixteen-week program in an ethnically diverse middle school in New England. The
program began in October 1996 and ended in May 1997. The cultural identity groups
met once a week except during school holidays and vacation. This study was part of a
larger project funded by the Carnegie Corporation of New York. The Cultural Identity
Group model on which this study is based was jointly developed and piloted in a
Western Massachusetts Elementary School by Phyllis C. Brown, MMHS, Ernest
Washington, Ed.D., Allen Ivey, Ed. D. and Mary Bradford-Ivey, Ed.D.
Qualitative and quantitative measures were used to gather information about the
impact of the Cultural Identity Group on the racial/ethnic identity development of the
students as well as on their attitudes toward people from different racial/ethnic
backgrounds. The Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure developed by Jean Phinney
(1989) was used to assess students’ ethnic awareness. Interviews conducted with a

racially/ethnically diverse sample from the Cultural Identity Group provided evidence of
the impact of CIG on the racial/ethnic identity of participants.
The findings in this study demonstrated that students who participated in CIG
gained a heightened sense of their racial/ethnic self as well as an increase in interethnic
awareness. There was an emerging awareness of the pervasiveness of racism among
participants in this study. Participants also gained skills to help them deal with and
interrupt injustice. These skills included recognizing ethnic jokes and developing
constructive, practical solutions for confronting racist behavior directed toward
adolescents.
The implications of this study concern students, and educators, as well as
theories of adolescent development and racial identity development. Providing students
structured environments in which to talk and learn about their own ethnic background,
race and racism may have a positive impact on their racial/ethnic development which
may promote better interethnic relationships in school. Any study of adolescent
development must consider differences as well as similarities in adolescent development
based on racial/ethnic factors. Future and current educators need to learn about theories
of racial/ethnic identity and understand how it plays out in adolescents’ lives and in
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school, in order to create school culture that affirms all students.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Background and Statement of Problem
As most daily newspapers, research journals, political discourse and talk shows
attest, race continues to be the “color-line” (DuBois, 1903) that divides the people of the
United States of North America. In the United States, we continue to witness public
disclosure of bigotry and racism at the individual, cultural, and institutional levels.
While people may be talking at each other about race, few individuals seem to be
talking with each other. As the new millennium approaches and people of color get
closer to becoming the majority, it may indeed be time to talk.
Following President Clinton’s withdrawal of nominee Lani Guinier to be the
Assistant Attorney General for Civil Rights pending accusation from Republicans who
dubbed her a “Quota Queen,” Lani Guinier (1995) proposed that what we need is a
national dialogue on race. She stated “We need a National Conversation on Race. We
need a real conversation on race; we need to talk to each other-and listen... [in] new
ways to discuss race openly and without partisan rancor” (p.85-86). Most recently
President Clinton has renewed that request in his commencement speech at the
University of San Diego (1997):
...Ibelieve the greatest challenge we face is also our greatest
opportunity. Of all the questions of discrimination and prejudice that
still exist in our society, the most perplexing one is the oldest, and in
some ways today, the newest: the problem of race. .. .To be sure, there is
old, unfinished business between Black and White Americans but the
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classic American dilemma has now become many dilemmas of race and
ethnicity. ... We see a disturbing tendency to wrongly attribute to entire
groups, including the White majority, the objectionable conduct of a few
members. ...[N]ow is the time we should learn together, talk together
and act together to build one America. Let me say that I know that for
many White Americans, this conversation may seem to exclude them or
threaten them. That must not be so. I believe White Americans have just
as much to gain as anybody else from being a part of this endeavor —
much to gain from an America where we finally take responsibility for
all our children so that they, at last, can be judged as Martin Luther King
hoped, “Not by the color of their skin, but by the content of their
character” (Clinton, 1997).

He stated that he was looking forward to a “.. .year [during which] I want to lead
the American people in a great and unprecedented conversation about race”. He
described such a conversation as imperative if we are, as a multicultural and multiracial
nation, to “.. .build one American community based on respect for one another and our
shared values” (p.6).
The impact of racism on the education of African Americans, Asian Americans,
Native Americans and Latino Americans (people of color) and European Americans is
well documented in the research (Fine, 1997; Lawrence & Tatum, 1997; Mclntrye,
1997; Nieto, 1996; Frankenberg, 1996; Pang, 1995; Sleeter, 1994; Takaki, 1993;
Ponterotto, & Pedersen, 1993). Race and racism are part of our children’s lives, yet
rarely do children have the opportunity to discuss these issues in a productive way.
Neither do the adults in their lives. Adults don’t know how to talk about race, and
because they don’t, it doesn’t get talked about. If it is discussed, it is done privately,
usually in the form of warning: “Stay away from-because they are- .
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Discussions initiated in the home often serve to create and perpetuate stereotypes and
biases. In schools, issues of race and racism usually emerge in reaction to an incident in
which a racial epithet or act of racial meanness has occurred. The results of these
discussions are often destructive, and they reinforce stereotypes and polarize people. In
reaction to such volatile issues, our children do not have opportunities to discuss race
and racism in a context that allows for expanded understanding. Instead, they often are
taught not to discuss race at all.
As children move from childhood into adolescence, the reality of racism
becomes more apparent, especially for children of color. As young children, they are
often seen as “cute”or “non threatening”, but as they move into adolescence, they are
perceived in terms of damaging racial and ethnic stereotypes. While many White
children continue to receive messages that they are “normal” and possess “superior
intellect” children of color usually internalize messages of intellectual inferiority and
abnormality. In schools, White children’s culture represents a form of capital, a
resource in demand. Too often, teachers’ expectations, instruction, and curriculum
dismiss the cultural heritage and abilities of children of color. Children of color get the
message that they are the problem, that their culture is deficient, and that assimilation is
required in order for them to be academically successful.
Research indicates that children as young as age three use racial epithets
(Derman-Sparks, 1980). While we cannot call young children prejudiced or racists,
their behaviors sometimes represent acts of racial meanness. Without any intervention,
these acts lay the foundation for later attitudes and acts of racism and race prejudice.
Educators need a way to counteract this type of early socialization process. Two major
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socializing institutions are the home and the school. While we as educators aren’t able
to directly impact homes, we do have access to children in schools. We can have a
philosophy that everyone will be treated humanely and those cultural and racial
differences are an asset, not a deficit to be corrected. For this to happen, race needs to
become a topic of conversation. We can correct misinformation with information and
contact.
As we move into the twenty-first century, the need to cross-racial and cultural
lines has never been more important. Yet, the “color line” remains a significant barrier
to this imperative. While there is evidence of individuals crossing these lines, the nature
of these interactions can be troubling. White individuals who have not developed an
anti-racist White identity (Frankenberg, 1996; Fine, 1997; McIntyre, 1997; Sleeter,
1994; Helms, 1990; Wellman, 1977) often enter interracial relationships with a sense of
cultural superiority and with a lack of awareness about the impact of whiteness and
“White skin privilege” on themselves and race/ethnic relations (Kivel, 1996; McIntosh,
1989). People of color who have not developed a positive racial/ethnic identity often
enter these relationships with a desire to assimilate, yet, with a sense of anger and
distrust of Whites (Cross, 1991; Parham, 1989; Tatum, 1992, 1995, 1997). Individuals
need to see themselves as equal partners in cross-racial and cross-ethnic interactions.
This partnership can occur when individuals have developed a positive sense of their
racial and ethnic identity (Cross, 1991, 1995; Helms, 1990; Phinney, 1989).
Adolescents mirror today’s racial climate. According to the Southern Poverty
Law Center Teaching Tolerance, magazine for educators, (1996) there has been a
dramatic increase in hate crimes among the youth population. Further, they reported
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“more than 500 hate groups and group chapters operated in the United States in 1998, a
year that saw a number of particularly horrendous hate crimes. At the same time, white
supremacist propaganda rose dramatically, with an almost 60 percent increase in
Internet hate sites.” [Southern Poverty Law Center Intelligence Project Web-site
http://www.splcenter.org/intelligenceproiect/ip-index.htmll (1998).
Young people need information about themselves as racial and ethnic beings,
and they need information about others, if we are to make an impact on these statistics.
However, research indicates that race remains a taboo subject even in schools that
espouse multiculturalism (Jervis, 1996). Young people are the adults of tomorrow. The
health of our nation depends on young people’s ability to relate effectively crossculturally in the workforce and in our communities. Students need to come to
relationships with people of different racial, ethnic and cultural backgrounds from a
place of respect and justice. How can they accomplish this if the information they
receive is inaccurate and they have no opportunity to discuss what they think? How can
they accomplish this if schools do little to lay the foundation for discussions of race by
developing the positive racial/ethnic identities of all students?
There is a compelling national need to conduct a "dialogue on race"; however,
given societal sanctions against talking about race and the numbers of individuals who
have not yet achieved a positive racial identity, this dialogue holds little promise for
erasing inter-racial/ethnic tension. The potential for profitable dialogue is mediated by
the racial identity development of the speakers. Models for developing students racial
identity development that also support cross-cultural communication are sorely needed.
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Statement of Purpose
The purpose of this case study was to investigate the impact of a cultural identity
group experience on the racial/ethnic identity development of middle school students.
Specifically, the study investigated the racial and ethnic identity developmental needs of
middle school students from six different racial/ethnic backgrounds. A second goal of
this study was to investigate how Cultural Identity Groups (CIG) affect the development
of positive interethnic relationships between and among groups. The groups reported on
in this study are African Americans, Asian and Asian-Americans, European Americans,
Jewish Americans, Latino/as and Bi-racial individuals. This study employed two
methodologies to answer the research questions. First, students in the Cultural Identity
Groups completed a pre-post measure, the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM)
developed by Jean Phinney (1989). In addition, nine CIG participants were interviewed.
A control group of students who did not participate in this study were also administered
the pre-post Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure.
The following two questions guided the research study:
1. Does participation in the cultural identity group affect ethnic identity for
adolescents? If so, how does participation in the cultural identity group affect the
racial/ethnic identity development of adolescents?
2. Does participation in the cultural identity group positively affect interethnic
relationships among adolescents? If so, how?

Definitions of Terms
Definitions for terminology used in this study are given below.
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Cultural Identity. Refers to embracing of and/or the identification with the
unique cultural values, traditions, and beliefs that people from different racial/ethnic
groups hold about their group. Cultural identity may also embrace the foods, music, and
spiritual and political beliefs that group members (i.e. African Americans, Irish
Americans, and Jewish Americans) represent.
Affinity Group. Refers to same race/ethnic group orientation. It is phase one of
the Cultural Identity Group Project Model. Students meet in same racial/ethnic groups
to discuss what it means to be a member of a particular racial/ethnic group.
Blended Group. Refers to multiracial/multicultural grouping of students from
the six different racial/ethnic affinity groups that are the subject of this study. Blended
groups are the second phase of the Cultural Identity Group Model.
Racial Identity Development. Refers to the psychological process by which an
individual develops a positive and balanced sense of racial/ethnic identity both as an
individual and as a member of a group. This definition is based on the work of Cross
(1991) and Helms (1990). Both theories describe the psychological process through
which people of color and White people can develop healthy racial/ethnic identity,
despite living in a racist society.
Facilitator. Individuals who are trained and committed to working with youth to
affirm their own identity and to respect the identity of others. In this study, these
individuals serve as models of how to develop authentic relationships with people
across racial and ethnic backgrounds and are responsible for conducting affinity and
blended group meetings.
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Home Assignment. Assignments given to students who participate in Cultural
Identity groups. They are called home assignments because they are meant to become
shared activities with other family members. For example, students may ask their
parent/guardian who their favorite individual from their racial/ethnic background is and
why. Students may then be asked to share with their parent/guardian who their favorite
individual from their racial/ethnic background is and why. Parents and child are
encouraged to discuss their choices.
Hate Crime. Crimes that are committed against people from another
racial/ethnic group because of their membership in that group.
Cycle of Oppression. A visual representation of how oppression socializes
individuals into ways of believing about themselves and others, and behaving and
interacting with others. It also shows how the cycle is perpetuated and how an
individual or organization can “step off’ the cycle. For example, an individual can step
off the cycle by refusing to listen or otherwise confronting the telling of a racist or
ethnic joke. An organization may step off the cycle by actively recruiting, retaining, and
providing equitable compensation and promoting people of color and women into
positions traditionally held by White males.
Community Building. Refers to the mid-point activity of the Cultural Identity
Group Model in which all participants are brought together to engage in large group
activities aimed at “unmasking racism”. Such activities include role playing incidents
of bias and allowing students to make suggestions on how to handle such incidents. It is
also a time for storytelling, cooperative games, and sharing of cultural information.
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Race. Refers to the physical, cultural and linguistic traits that are used to codify
an individual’s racial group membership. Race has no scientific validity; it is a socially
constructed system of categorization that is fallacious.
Ethnicity. Refers to the specific cultural group to which members of a particular
race belong. For example, while African Americans share the same racial group, Black,
they differ ethnically within the Black community (i.e. Cape Verdean, African, West
Indian or Caribbean). It is possible that a person may be a member of an ethnic group,
but not identify culturally with that group.
Racism. Refers to the institutional structures or systems that afford Whites the
privilege that comes with being a member of the dominant group, as well as the
economic and political power of Whites to enforce their prejudices.
Racial Meanness. Refers to acts by children in which race is used to demean
others of a different racial/ethnic group. It is assumed that children, while aware of the
racial cues, are not themselves racist or race prejudiced; rather, they are mimicking the
behaviors of adults in their environment.
Empowerment. Refers to the outcome of an affirmed sense of oneself as a
member of a particular racial or ethnic group. Individuals who have gained an affirmed
sense of their racial group membership have done so because of receiving authentic,
unbiased, and corrected information about their reference group in the sociopolitical
context of the United States. In this way, the individual is able to confront bias and
racism in constructive ways as well as develop cross-cultural relationships with others
that share a positive and balanced racial identity.
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Race Prejudice. Refers to ability of all people, including people of color, to also
discriminate against others from different racial/ethnic backgrounds. Unlike racism
however, there is no institutional structure giving people of color the power to
systematically enforce their prejudice.
Internalized Oppression. Refers to the process by which people in the numerical
“minority” absorb and act on the negative stereotypes ascribed to their group by the
dominant culture. An extreme case of internalized oppression by an individual might be
described as collusion with the dominant group.
Dominant Group. Refers to those with the institutional, economic, and political
power to dominate other groups in society. European Americans are the dominant racial
group in this society and therefore, in this study.

Assumptions Underlying this Study
This study was based on several assumptions about racism in the United States
and the capacity of young adults to face this issue. First, I assumed that race continues
to be a major dividing line among people in the United States. Everyone, regardless of
race or ethnicity, is on the cycle of oppression and it continues to operate even when we
"step off. The cycle of oppression is a visual representation depicting how every
individual (whether intended or not intended) gets socialized into ways of believing
about themselves and others, and behaving and interacting with others based on such
beliefs. It also shows how oppressive and racist attitudes and beliefs begin in the early
years of life and can be perpetuated throughout the lifespan if not interrupted through
learning new information and exposure to a diversity of people. It also demonstrates
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how an individual, group or organization can “step off’ the cycle by learning new
information, meeting new people, and questioning the status quo.
Second, I believe that children are aware of acts of injustice and unfairness,
especially when they are happening to them. Though they may be cognitively unable to
articulate an experience as being racist or discriminatory, young adolescents can sense
when the treatment they are receiving is based on their racial/ethnic and/or linguistic
difference. In this way, they also understand that race and/or other differences (e.g.,
language) are often the reason why they are receiving unfair treatment.
Third, I believe that the opportunity to discuss the psychological legacy of
racism can affirm the positive racial identity of young people of all backgrounds and can
assist them to engage in authentic cross-cultural interactions. Helms (1990) and Cross
(1992) suggest that it is through acquiring of information that individuals can develop a
positive racial identity. A positive identity of oneself is based on how one evaluates
herself as a member of a particular racial and or ethnic group and how one evaluates
others of their same race. In addition, as individuals progress to later stages of racial
identity development, it is more likely that they will assign greater value, respect and
objectivity toward their own racial group membership and be able to establish crosscultural relationships. Both Helms (1990) and Cross (1991) have posited that the
development of a positive racial identity is indicated when an individual’s sense and
view of themselves and their racial group is not based on a belief of assumed inferiority
or superiority.
Finally, the study is based on the assumption that children are more capable of
discussing race relations than adults may believe that they are. I interpret adults’
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reluctance to believe in children’s ability to discuss race relations to be a reflection of
adults’ inability to discuss race relations with youth, rather than the incapacity of
adolescents to deal with this topic developmentally. Piagetian theory of cognitive
development reinforces adolescents’ abilities. Piaget (1950) proposed a four-stage
(sensorimotor; preoperational; concrete operational, formal operational) theory of
cognitive change occurring during childhood and adolescence. During early
adolescence, young people are becoming formal operational thinkers. That is, they are
intellectually beyond the limitations of the concrete present and think instead about the
abstract and the possible. In formal operational thought early adolescent thinking differs
significantly from the thinking of younger children (Piaget, 1980). For example, early
adolescents are able to discover truth through scientific evaluation of several variables.
“In this sense, adolescents are able to assume the role of scientists because they have the
capacity to construct and test theories” (Rice, 1996, p. 147). Kegan (1982) views the
implication of Piaget’s theory of cognitive development as analogous to identity
formation (or meaning making). He posits that identity is an ongoing process in which
the boundaries between self and other are negotiated and renegotiated. Kegan (1982)
proposes that understanding Piaget’s stage theory of cognitive development is one way
of “untangling the process by which identity or the making of meaning [of the world]
evolves” (p. 143).
Thus, it is clear that early adolescents are intellectually prepared to discuss the
implications of race and racism in their lives and the lives of others. However,
intellectually their ability to think abstractly may be limited by a “preparatory [sub] stage
[of cognitive development] in which adolescents may make correct discoveries and
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handle certain formal operations, but their approach is still crude. They are not yet able
to provide systematic and rigorous proof of their assertions” (Rice, 1996, p.147).
Given that the primary task of adolescence is identity formation, it is
cognitively, physically and perhaps experientially reasonable to assume that early
adolescents are ready and desirous to have more in-depth conversations on race and
racism. Discussing the social construction of race with adolescents is not beyond their
understanding or cognitive abilities.

Significance of Study
Answers to the research questions posed in this study are important if educators
and researchers are legitimately concerned with improving race relations among youth.
Consequently, this study is significant in several ways.
The study provides data relevant to the racial identity development of
adolescents, cross-cultural interactions, and the effect of cultural identity groups on
adolescents’ racial identity and their understanding of race and racism. It includes data
on racial identity of both adolescents of color and White adolescents and it extends
previous research on adults (Cross 1991; Helms 1990) to include adolescents. To date,
racial identity research has focused primarily on adults, college-age and up; this study
will collect data for a younger population.
Results of this study will add to the body of literature about adolescent
development and it will expand knowledge about the racial development of Whites and
children of color. Results may alter the way in which educators and psychologists
explain adolescent development. In addition, results have practical application and will
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provide a model for proactive intervention for middle schools in confronting race and
racism. Results of this study may provide schools with a model to help adolescents
affirm their racial/ethnic identity and develop authentic cross-cultural connections. The
results may offer educators an additional tool for incorporating multiculturalism into
their schools. Finally, the model used in this study draws the school community (i.e.
educators, administrators, students, and parents) into a wider discussion about race and
can be a catalyst leading to substantive changes to make schools more equitable.

Limitations of the Study
There are several limitations of this study. This research is a demonstration
project and therefore only a small number (57) of the students in one school
(approximately 778 students) were involved in this study. Because the majority of
students in this school are White, it was difficult to establish a control that matched the
student demographics in the cultural identity groups.
By design, participation in the Cultural Identity Group project was voluntary.
Therefore, it is probable that participants in the group were predisposed to discussing
issues of race, identity, and racism. I recognize that this study may “preach to the
choir” and not reach the people who might benefit most. The setting for the group
activities and meetings was in the same school in which students already spend
approximately eight hours a day. In general, the typical middle school climate is very
authoritarian and regimented (Eccles et. al., 1993; lessor, 1993). The cultural identity
group project redressed the long-standing risk-opportunity imbalance in the adolescence
literature and intervention programs. In this way it was a shift in emphasis to the
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opportunities for positive development during adolescence coupled with an
understanding of the impact that race and ethnicity has on the individual during this
developmental period. The Cultural Identity Group thus operated in contrast to the
existing school climate which is characterized by greater teacher control and discipline,
and fewer opportunities for student decision making, choice and self-management. For
example, the facilitators were called by their first names, students did not receive
detention for acting out behavior or incomplete home assignments, they did not need a
pass to go to the bathroom, and some sessions (for Latinos/Latinas) were conducted in
Spanish and English.
Another limitation to this study was the response of school personnel to
“outsiders” coming in to talk about racism. School climate is not always conducive to
discussions of race, which are viewed as potentially volatile and uncontrollable. This
situation may cause educators in the schools to fear losing control over students.
Further, many educators because of inadequate pre-service teacher education or
negligible professional development in anti-racism and race relations, are fearful and ill
prepared to address race and racism (Tatum, 1997). This reluctance is also true of
educators in this school. All facilitators used in the study were selected from outside the
school community, which may have reinforced students’ perceptions that educators in
their school were unwilling to discuss race and racism.

Summary
The call for dialogue and discussion among different ethnic groups as a means of
easing racial tensions remains a staple recommendation in reports on improving race
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relations. The quality of that dialogue and thereby its usefulness, however, depends on
many factors including the status of individuals’ racial identity development. The
adolescents’ task of identity formation and the experiences of adolescents of color make
this population an ideal group for study and intervention. Young people today have
very little opportunity to discuss issues of race and racism in society or in their
communities or to discuss their ethnic/racial background. This study investigates the
effect of adolescents’ participation in cultural identity groups on their racial identity,
understanding of race and racism, and interethnic friendships. Although the study is
limited to a small number of participants, most of whom were White, it may provide
information on the racial identity development of adolescents while extending racial
identity research to include adolescents. Results from this demonstration project may
provide other schools with an intervention model for improving interethnic relations,
provide teachers incorporating multiculturalism into their classes with useful
information, and provide school communities with a framework for discussing race and
racism and making school more equitable for all students.
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CHAPTER E

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

This chapter presents a review of the research literature that undergirds my
study. Racial identity development for Whites and people of color will be reviewed to
show the integral connection between it and the development of a positive and balanced
self. It will focus on the importance of expanding and advancing theories of racial
identity development to include adolescents. The literature on adolescent development
will focus on mainstream research that has dominated the field and the study of
adolescent development since its inception. A major emphasis of this review will focus
on the racism embedded in adolescent theory and the emerging literature that challenges
it. In this review, I propose that theories of adolescent development must include the
implications of race and ethnicity on the process of developing a positive and affirmed
identity. Ethnic identity development will be reviewed to underscore the distinctiveness
of the developmental process for adolescents of color. Finally, the Multiethnic Identity
Measure (Phinney, 1989) used in this study will be described.

Racial Identity Development Theories
Racial identity development is generally defined as the psychological process by
which one develops a healthy identity that is not based on an assumption of inferiority
or superiority to any other race or ethnic group (Helms, 1990). The process of
developing this anti-racist self-concept is important and obligates the individual to
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discuss and confront the harsh realities and implications of living in a racist society. It
also requires that individuals, regardless of race, not fall prey to feelings of guilt, but
rather become active in the fight to dismantle racism. Although the process of
developing a positive racial identity requires different tasks for Whites than for people
of color, the essential ingredient for both is to become re-educated about the ways in
which society socializes us as members of different racial groups. In so doing, this
construction of race is manifested in racism, which affects our ways of being and
thinking, our social practices, and our interactions with each other.

White Racial Identity
White racial identity development is “the evolution of a positive White racial
identity consisting] of two processes, the abandonment of racism and the development
of an non-racist White identity” (Helms, 1990, p. 49). Historically the development of
White racial identity has been synonymous with developing attitudes and beliefs of
White racial superiority that are manifested and perpetuated by institutional racism.
Traditional theories of White racial identity development were “developed as a means of
justifying the enslavement of Black Americans during the slavery eras of the 1700s and
1800s” (Helms, 1990, p. 50). All too often, the development of a White racial identity
has been based on relegating the “outgroup”, Blacks and other Peoples of Color, to an
inferior status.

However, a White person can move from a racist to a positive White

identity by a process Helms describes as an “attitudinal development in which the White
person potentially progresses through a series of statuses differing in the extent to which
[they] involve acknowledgment of racism...” (p.53). Thus, the development of a
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positive White racial identity involves an awareness of personal responsibility for
racism, consistent acknowledgment of one’s Whiteness, and abandonment of racism in
any of its forms as a defining aspect of one’s personality.
Helms describes White racial identity development as having six statuses and
two distinctive phases. Phase one, “the abandonment of racism”, consists of three
statuses: Contact, Disintegration, and Reintegration. Phase two describes the
psychological process a White individual may go through in “defining a positive White
racial identity,” and it also consists of three statuses: Pseudo-Independent,
Immersion/Emersion and Autonomy. Using the work of Helms (1990), I will describe
below the statuses of White racial identity development in detail.
Helms’ (1990) theory is grounded in the belief that a White person, despite
living in a racist society, can become “non-racist”. I do not use or agree with the term
non-racist. It is precisely because the US is a racist society that I believe that Whites
cannot be non-racist; but I do believe and know that Whites can develop an anti-racist
White identity. There have always been anti-racist Whites throughout American history
who have resisted, and protested the enslavement and genocide of Native and African
Americans in America. For example, the Underground Railroad was able to function as
effectively as it did because of the “safe houses” offered by Whites to African people
along the railroad’s route north.

Helms no longer refers to White identity development as having stages. In 1995 Helms began describing
“stages” of White racial identity development as “statuses” to reflect her growing understanding of the limitations of
stages” to accurately describe the developmental processes encompassing issues of race.
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Statuses of White Racial Identity
■

Phase One: Abandonment of Racism
Contact. When White people become aware of the existence of people of color,

they have entered the Contact status. The Contact status is one in which the White
individual is operating on information and socialization provided to them about people
of color. This information is often inaccurate, biased, and full of stereotypes about
Blacks (and other groups of racial, ethnic and linguistic diversity). These messages,
which create the basis for the debasement of Black and other people of color in general,
may come from a variety of sources such as the media, parents and other relatives, the
neighborhood, places of worship, or school. Individuals in this status are naive in their
understanding of people of color. Their own self-concept is based on a superficial
reality of what it means to be White people. White people benefit unconsciously and
undeservingly from institutional and cultural racism, but they do not see this as a result
of White dominance or unearned privilege, which is bestowed upon them because of
their White skin. Black and other people of color are evaluated by White criteria. The
Contact perspective is based on learned feelings of White superiority and it uses White
as the norm. Racism, for example, is interpreted as an issue of the past, or as individual
acts of meanness, if it is acknowledged at all. With this superficial understanding, the
individual is unlikely to view racism as a system of advantage developed and continued
for and by Whites.
Disintegration. Because of personal or educational experiences involving Blacks
and other people of color, a White person may become aware of her White privilege and
the existence of racism. Entering the disintegration stage means that their beliefs about
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fairness and justice, previously based on the ideals of meritocracy, begin to collapse as
they realize White privilege does not extend to everyone. While an individual may find
this “new” information disturbing and attempt to get others to abandon their racist
thinking, they are often met with resistance. Same-race members exert pressure to have
the individual abandon this new perspective. The individual, lacking sufficient
information about the historical realities of Blacks’ and others’ oppression, resistance
and contributions and feeling tom by friends’ rejection, may find it easier to withdraw
from dealing with the issues. Common emotional responses at this status include guilt,
denial, anger, and depression.
Reintegration. Pressure to “not notice” racism may manifest itself by the
individual replacing earlier feelings of guilt and denial with fear and anger toward
people of color. Adopting an attitude of “blaming the victim” commonly does this. The
individual may attempt to deny that racism is an issue and will try to avoid dealing with
racism, rather than struggle to define an anti-racist identity. An example of this may be
seen in statements such as “My relatives came here from_and have made
it; why can’t people of color do the same?”
While the individual may struggle to not notice racism, the new information
learned may continue to challenge her sense of and belief in the American meritocracy
or a belief that we all have equal access to the “American Dream . This agitation may
lead her to be, even if unconsciously, more disposed to seeing racism and the
preferential treatment afforded Whites. The individual may be compelled to think about
what it really means to be White in America. Helms (1990) postulates that at this status
of development the White individual is ready to enter the second, and perhaps more
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demanding, phase in which she must redefine what it means to be White and develop an
anti-racist White identity.
■

Phase Two: Defining an Anti-racist White Identity
Pseudo-Independent. At this status, individuals are abandoning their beliefs in

White superiority. They intellectually understand the unfairness of White skin privilege.
They are aware of their “invisible knapsack” (McIntosh, 1989) of White privileges,
which they have taken for granted. Now they are more apt to take on personal
responsibility for dismantling racism. Individuals at this status may find that they are
uncomfortable around other Whites and may seek out people of color to help them
better understand racism. Although resistant to being around other Whites, they may
come to realize that they need other White allies to help them better understand their
own White privilege and racism. This realization may also come about as their attempts
to seek out people of color are thwarted by people of color who are tired of educating
Whites about their experiences with racism and discrimination.
Immersion/Emersion. The individual recognizes her need to be immersed in a
community that will allow her to answer the questions “Who am I racially?” and “What
does it mean to be White in the United States?” The immersion phase of this status
underscores the need for a community of anti-racist Whites who can provide support
and a safe environment for each other, an environment wherein Whites can explore their
Whiteness in the context of a race conscious society in which they are in the dominant
group. Other Whites who have asked the same or similar type questions can provide the
individual with a safety net while they focus on developing a positive White identity not
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based on an assumed superiority. The individual emerging out of this status of
exploration and redefinition takes great pride in assuming an anti-racist stance.
Autonomy. Having successfully gone through the aforementioned statuses of
White racial identity development, the individual has internalized a positive White
identity. She actively uses her influence and White privilege to confront racism within
her family, school, community, and workplace. She realizes that her racial identity
development is an on-going process, that she is a “work-in-progress” and continues to
be open to learning new information and on-going self-examination. The individual is
also able to effectively work in multicultural groups without feeling she needs to be at
the head of the table making all the decisions.
An individual at this status is comfortable with people of color taking or sharing
the leadership and making decisions. This new role does not threaten her sense of self
because her old belief that she is best qualified to make decisions and direct the group
are mediated by her new White identity. People of color and other Whites will notice
the difference in her behavior. People of color who know her trust that she will be their
allies whether they are present or not.

Black Racial Identity Development
Black racial identity development is also known as the “Psychology of
Nigrescence”. Nigrescence appeared around the 1960s and was a direct consequence of
the second phase of the Civil Rights Movement, known as the Black Power Movement.
In the late 1960s, an identity transformation was taking place in how Black people
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viewed their racial group identity. The study of Nigrescence, in contrast to earlier
theories which depicted Black identity development in pathological terms, was
undertaken to “map and codify the identity transformation that accompanied an
individual’s participation in the Black Power phase (1968-1975) of the Black Social
Movement” (Cross, 1991, p. 147).
The Nigrescence or Black Racial Identity (NRID) Model is defined by Cross
(1991) as the psychological process by which a person develops a steadfast Black
identity. Black identity is defined here as the way a Black person thinks about and
evaluates herself, Black people in general, and how she is viewed by the dominant
culture “rather than in terms of skin color per se” (Helms, 1990). Nigrescent theories
differ significantly from previous theories of Negro development based on client-asproblem. The latter group of theories describes Black identity development as it evolves
out of oppression; the former looks at development that grows out of a Black person’s
desire to be the best “self’ that she can be. Recent developmental theories highlight
healthy Black identity development. In other words, overidentification with Whiteness
and White culture is psychologically unhealthy because it does not aid Blacks in
resolving the racial identity issues that arise from living in a racist society (Helm 1990).
Nigrescence theorists postulate that Black people can develop a healthy, self-defined
positive Black racial identity.
Interestingly, there were at least half a dozen NRID theorists in different
geographical locations developing strikingly similar theories of Black identity
development, and yet they were not conferring with each other during this time. The
literature reveals that although the NRID models appeared around the same time (Cross,
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1971; Jackson, 1975; Thomas 1971; Toldson & Pasteur 1975; Milliones 1980)
“virtually none of the authors cross-referenced the others” (Helms 1990, p. 19). This
multiplicity of theories is explained by Cross, Parham and Helms (1991) as follows:
Anyone who takes the time to interview some of the key actors will
readily discover each was working independently of the other, and the
similarity in their writings is not the product of a “copy-cat” phenomena,
but a reflection of the fact that whether observed in Watts (Charles
Thomas), Chicago (William Cross), Albany, New York (Bailey Jackson),
New Orleans (Ivory Toldson and Albert Pasteur) or Pittsburgh (Jake
Milliones), the dynamics of Black identity change were basically the
same all across America. The similarity, then, is not so much with the
models, but in the phenomena being observed (pp. 4-5).

Of the theorists mentioned, William Cross (1991) has been cited most often in
the counseling and psychotherapy literature, and it is his theory that is outlined below.

Stages of Black Racial Identity Development
Cross (1991) describes Black Racial Identity Development as having four stages:
Pre-encounter, Encounter, Immersion-Emersion, and Internalization. Cross writes
“Nigrescence is a resocializing experience; it seeks to transform a preexisting identity (a
non-Afrocentric identity) into one that is Afrocentric” (Cross, 1991, p. 190).
Pre-encounter. In the Pre-encounter, the worldview held by the Black person is
one in which the negative messages of the dominant culture have been accepted.
The pre-encounter individual may possess a low salience for race, have a neutral
view on race, or be characterized as anti-Black. Thus, pre-encounter Blacks do not see
race as contributing to their life experiences. They may place more value on their lifestyle.
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religion or social status. Blackness may be seen as a social stigma that needs to be
overcome. An extreme pre-encounter worldview is characterized by an anti-Black racial
attitude. These individuals hold similar views towards Blacks as do White racists. The
attitudes of anti-Blackness range from hatred of other Blacks to positive stereotypes of
White people and White culture. Cross (1991) states that Pre-encounter individuals have a
plethora of negative attitudes toward Blacks which are influenced and legitimized by the
societal curriculum (Cortes, 1995), miseducation, and a dominant culture worldview. Pre¬
encounter identity is shaped by early development and the individual remains in Pre¬
encounter until an event or series of events dispels her present perception (p. 199).
Encounter. In the Encounter stage, circumstances and events alter the way the
Pre-encounter individual thinks about race. Cross (1991) suggests that the assassination
of Martin Luther King, Jr. had this transformational effect on many Blacks. A more
recent incident is the videotaped Rodney King beating in Los Angeles by White police
officers. These types of racist events pulverize a Pre-encounter person’s worldview and
his or her understanding of the state of Black America. The encounter experience is a
two-step process; first, there is the encounter itself and next is the personalizing of the
encounter. Cross (1991) further points out that the “encounter need not be negative”
(p. 201). However even a positive encounter can be negatively experienced.
Two poignant personal examples of this two-step process come to mind. I
remember when Martin Luther King, Jr. was assassinated. I sat watching his funeral for
endless hours on television. I did encounter the pain of this experience, yet I do not
recall personalizing it. I thought of Martin Luther King, Jr’s, and John F. Kennedy’s
assassination in the same way: two good men killed for no reason. However, when I
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was in an alternative high school and read for the first time about the Middle Passage,
the Transatlantic Slave Trade, and racism in this country, I encountered an experience
that would change my life. Although this was a positive educational experience, I
experienced both rage and transformation. I had an encounter and I had most assuredly
personalized it. I developed a “...frantic, determined, obsessive, extremely motivated
search for Black identity (Cross, 1991, p.201).” I resented and was highly critical of all
White people and all of White culture. As a history major in college, with the exception
of studying the history of the Holocaust, I refused to study any type of American or
European History. I created my own history major concentrating on Third World
countries and Black Studies in the United States.
Many emotions are associated with the Encounter stage. Moreover, the
Encounter individual’s worldview is one in which the old self is dying and a new self is
emerging, (e.g., movement from Eurocentric world view to an Afrocentric world view).
Immersion-Emersion. The Immersion-Emersion stage represents the stage at
which an individual seeks to learn all there is to know about Blackness. In addition, the
person may change her “slave” name to an African name. She may possess a profound
desire to learn about or sojourn to Africa, the “motherland.” Although committed to
change, the person has not changed. She has only made a commitment to change. Cross
warns that:
The new convert lacks knowledge about the complexity and texture of
the new identity and is forced to erect simplistic, glorified, highly
romantic speculative images of what he or she assumes the new self will
belike. (1991, p. 203).
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Although “new converts” may demonize Whites and White culture, their
experience is best characterized as “...an immersion into Blackness and a liberation
from Whiteness”. Cross (1991) describes this emotionality as “Weusi anxiety”. Weusi
means Black in Swahili and Weusi anxiety is the fear that one is not Black enough. The
“new convert” is in a highly emotional and sensitive phase of Nigrescence. Once she
has moved beyond extreme emotionality, she is able to make substantive and radical
discoveries about both White and Black “history, culture, [and] politics” (p. 205).
As the person begins to emerge from this period of great emotionalism, she
enters the second phase of this stage, Emersion. The person is emerging from the
“emotionality and dead-end, either/or, racist and oversimplified ideologies of the
immersion experience” (Cross, 1991 p. 207). As the individual emerges from the highly
emotional phase of immersion into Blackness, he begins a “leveling off period [that] is
facilitated by a combination of personal growth and the recognition that certain role
models or heroes operate from a more advanced state of identity development” (Cross,
1991, p. 209). The individual’s movement into the Emersion phase signifies a
developmental readiness to “...move toward an internalization of the new identity”
(Cross, 1991, p. 209).
Internalization. The Internalization phase is the point at which the individual
has internalized positive messages of Blackness (personal and reference group) and
seeks to learn about other forms of oppression that may be affecting their lives. For
example, Black women at this stage may become interested in learning about or
confronting issues of sexism. The person in the Internalization phase is also secure
enough with her own racial identity development to begin building alliances and
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coalitions with other groups. The new identity is made manifest by a high degree of
salience for Blackness that is not romanticized but “...determined by ideological
considerations”. Cross states:
From a psychodynamic point of view, the internalized identity seems to
perform three dynamic functions in a person’s life: (1) to defend and
protect the person from psychological insults that stem from having to
live in a racist society; (2) to provide a sense of belonging and social
anchorage and; (3) to provide a foundation or point of departure for
carrying out transactions with people, cultures, and situations beyond the
world of Blackness (1991, p. 210).
The process by which individuals move from one stage to the next is
inextricably conjoined to learning. Learning occurs in many ways. For example, the
Pre-encounter individual learns that despite attempts to fit into White culture, they are
not accepted by White people as equals. This experience, if personalized, is likely to
precipitate movement to the Encounter phase of Nigrescence. Alternatively, learning
may result from positive educational experiences in the Encounter stage, such as
learning about the history of racism, domination and oppression of Black people in this
country. Cross (1991) suggests that transition from one stage to the next is a
manifestation of learning information and the personalization of that information. This
is true whether movement from one stage to the next is regressive or progressive.
Hence, personal experience and learning are key considerations in Racial
Identity Development theory as described by Cross. Learning can provide the individual
with essential information that propels them to question their worldview. Personal
experience is also an important dimension because it is only when one’s encounters with
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Whites (or Blacks) and learning becomes personal that the individual is catapulted to a
new world view of themselves in relationship to others. Throughout the life span,
individuals will have many experiences. Some experiences will be taken personally
while others will have little to no personal salience. The experience that is personalized
is at the heart of movement from one stage of racial identity development to the next.
This assertion raises the question, “At what developmental age are these experiences
most likely to occur and be salient to the individual’s world view and developing sense
of racial identity and racial group orientation?” Adolescence has been identified as the
developmental period during which identity is established.
Neither the dominant theoretical discourse (Hall, 1904 et. al.) on adolescence
nor Nigrescence theorists (including Cross) have comprehended the influence of race
and ethnicity in adolescence. However, Parham (1989) proposes that Black racial
identity development begins in adolescence, is a life long process and is cyclical in
nature. In other words Parham (1989, p. 195) notes “a person can start at one stage of
awareness, continue through the process, and sometimes, recycle through again”. By
recognizing racial identity development as cyclical and a life long process beginning in
adolescence, adults have the opportunity to assist African American youth in
establishing a positive racial identity on which they can support future stages of racial
identity development.

Adolescent Development Theory
Adolescence is a critical time of development within the life cycle. It is a time
of enormous and profound personal change. Cognitive, biological and identity
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formations are but a few of the major changes occurring in the life of an adolescent.
Adolescence development spans about a decade beginning around the age of 10 and it
can be a very challenging and turbulent time marked by unprecedented changes,
decisions, challenges, and choices for the young to make. Erikson (1968) posited that
although teenagers seek their own identity, they are also obsessed with how others see
them. The adolescent seeks independence from her parents, is concerned with fitting
into a peer group, and yet is preoccupied with how adults see her. The adolescent, not
yet an adult, is in a “catch 22” situation: she is expected to act responsibly like an adult,
while also remaining dependent like a child.
The early adolescent must negotiate the transition into middle or junior high
school. This transition is accompanied by a shift from the intimate neighborhood
elementary school to the bureaucratized middle or junior high with many teachers and
hundreds of classmates. Adolescence is also the time at which romantic interests begin
to blossom and dating interests are pursued.
Eccles (1993) warns that “few developmental periods are characterized by so
many changes at so many different levels—changes due to puberty development, social
role redefinition, cognitive development, school transitions, and the emergence of
sexuality” (p. 90). These changes are influenced by the interaction between self and
social environments such as family, school and community, and they can engender risk¬
taking behaviors. There is little wonder that this period of human development is
described in such tumultuous terms. Yet, the implications of such a description on the
policies, research and intervention strategies for youth given this “at-risk” perspective
are unclear. Assuming adults and educators understand the multidimensional changes
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occurring in adolescents, what are they doing to assist the adolescent through this time?
For example, as the young are coming into their sexual maturity, how often and with
whom do they discuss issues, questions and concerns about sex?
Identity is well documented as the major psychosocial task of adolescence
(Erikson, 1968), yet where is identity introduced into the curriculum or other school
activities? Where do adolescents have the opportunity to talk about and put into a
political, social and historical context “what it means to be me” in racial/ethnic,
linguistic, social class and sexual terms in this society? Looking at adolescence through
a lens of stress and storm, it is not surprising that much of the research, policy and
intervention programs for adolescents have been focused on controlling adolescent
behavior rather than developing it. While there is enormous opportunity during this
developmental period to assist the adolescent in developing a healthy identity, only
occasionally has adolescence been linked with opportunities for positive development
(Takanishi, 1993).
G. S. Hall first introduced the concept of adolescence as a developmental period
in the life span in 1904 (Carter & Goodwin, 1994). Research on normal adolescent
development has focused almost exclusively on White middle-class youth (Zaslow,
1993). In this respect, the issues outlined by traditional research as the major concerns
of youth are those observed to be prevalent for White youth, and not necessarily
representative of all youth. Fortunately within the past two decades there has been a
concerted effort, primarily by African American scholars (Cross & Phagen-Smith, 1995;
Tatum, 1992; Aries & Moorehead, 1989; Gibbs, 1989; Phinney, 1989) to redress this
hegemonic approach to adolescence and to introduce the major concerns of youth of
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color. Since earlier discourse on adolescence was based on White middle-class male
subjects, there has also been emerging research on adolescence that takes into account
the concerns of girls (Archer, 1992).
Given the shifting demographics of our society and school population, educators
need to focus on the issues that adolescents of color and Whites confront in their search
for self. As researchers and educators, we must be mindful that youth of color often
have very different experiences from their White counterparts. For example, Aries and
Moorehead, (1989) found that the central issues to identity formation for Black
adolescents were occupation and ethnicity, while for White adolescents, ideological and
sexual-interpersonal concerns were central. Zavala (1995) posits that language and skin
color are central issues in the identity formation for Puerto Rican College students.
Neither of these postulates is surprising given that White youth are nurtured with
positive societal images and messages, while youth of color are bombarded with
negative and distorted images of themselves. Although the images for White youth are
based on a White middle-class male model (disregarding the struggles of poor White
youth and the issues of gender) the overall message to all White youth is the superiority
of the White race.
Traditionally, adolescence theorists have focused on the many “risks” to the
health and education of youth rather than the opportunities associated with adolescent
years. However, it is Takanishi’s (1993) poignant research which redresses the
pervasive “risk-opportunity imbalance” in adolescent research to suggest that the
answers to the greater risks faced by today’s youth may best be addressed by focusing
attention in research, intervention and policies on the “opportunity side of this equation
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(p. 86). She contends that adolescence characterizes a period of development in which
many opportunities exist to assist young people in the development of a positive racial
identity. This approach may alter a risky life course and instead be the foundation upon
which youth can build future positive stages of racial identity development. In addition,
Phinney, Lochner, and Murphy (1990) state that “ethnicity is [also] an essential
component of the identity process, and the development of an ethnic identity is essential
to a healthy personality” (p. 54). Phinney and Rosenthal (1992) have found that
adolescents who attain a positive sense of their ethnic identity manifest healthier
psychological profiles.
Thus, to be inclusive, adolescent development theory must address the issues that
are salient for young people who do not share the dominant culture’s worldview, White
skin, and class privilege. In other words, to be representative of the adolescent
population, models of adolescent development must reflect the implications of racism,
classism, linguicism, sexism, and heterosexism on identity formation. Further, we must
question the appropriateness and intent of using models of White development on Black
and other youth of color. Finally, educators, researchers and policy makers must look to
the opportunities associated with adolescence to supplant the current and “long-standing
beliefs that adolescents are not competent to make good decisions about a variety of
choices facing them” (Phinney and Rosenthal, 1992, p. 86).

Rethinking Traditional Adolescent Development Theories: An Inclusive
Approach
There is no doubt that all adolescents face similar psychosocial, emotional, sexual
and cognitive changes in their quest to define “who am I”? Still, it is impossible to
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canonize normal adolescent development for all adolescents based on research that has
not been representative of all adolescents. Adolescents of color and girls have clearly
been absent from the discourse used to define “normal” adolescent development.
Phinney (1990) believes that racial identity development has often been omitted
in the conventional research on adolescent development. This omission poses a serious
limitation in the study of adolescence for understanding youth of color. This limitation is
necessary to point out because youth of color face issues of race and racism as pivotal
aspects of their racial identity development process. In the mainstream theoretical
discourse on adolescent development, the dimension and importance of racial/ethnic
identity is mentioned only parenthetically. The omission of information regarding
racial/ethnic identity development may at first glance seem unimportant to the overall
development of the “normal” adolescent; only if “normal” is defined by a EuropeanAmerican standard. For example, Erikson (1968) posited identity development as a
process of increasing differentiation. His model emphasizes separation, individuation,
and individual self-definition. In contrast Aries & Moorehead, propose “the emerging
view of [B]lack family life, however, speaks to its emphasis on mutual solidarity,
cooperation, and interdependence” (1989, p. 81). Thus, the omission of racial/ethnic
identity development literature in the discourse on adolescent development has done a
disservice to those concerned with the healthy development of Black adolescents who
may internalize negative messages about what it means to be African American.
Tatum (1992) posits, “for African American youth [and youth of color],
.. .positive messages communicated in US culture about who they are and who they can
be are few and far between ” (p. 331). The absence of positive images and the presence

of distorted images of Black and other people of color which young people of color may
internalize about their reference group does not encourage success in school or society.
Fordham and Ogbu (1986) describe one manifestation of these absent and distorted
images of African Americans in school and society as the development of an
“oppositional social identity”. An oppositional social identity has been used to
understand school failure and underachievement among African American high school
students. Oppositional social identity is a response by some African American youth to
help them cope with oppression and societal rejection. It is the antithesis of White
culture and White identity. For example. Black English may be considered a dimension
of an oppositional social identity assumed by Blacks who refuse to speak or write
standard English and as a kind of code language which only other Blacks who are
familiar with it can understand. Rap music may be considered another example of Black
youths’ oppositional social identity. Tatum concludes that “the anger and resentment that
emerges in response to the systematic exclusions of African Americans from full social,
economic, political, and educational participation in US society leads to the development
of an oppositional social identity” (1992, p. 331), a frame of reference that serves to
safeguard one’s identity from the emotional assaults of racism and keeps Whites at a
distance. One self-destructive element of this paradigm is that excelling academically
and behaviors such as speaking standard English, listening to certain kinds of music, or
having White friends are described as “acting White”.
An “oppositional attitude” (Ogbu, 1987) (which can also be thought of as a
manifestation of internalized racism) among some youth of color creates an illusion of
protection from racism, moreover distancing them from anything they consider “White”
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or that may be interpreted as “acting White”. The effect on youth of color may be high
dropout rates, lowered self-esteem, depression, academic underachievement, low college
attendance and/or career dissatisfaction and even mental illness or suicide.
Overlooking racial identity development as a momentous theme of adolescence
can even be said to be a detriment to White youth who often are unaware of their own
race and the “White skin privilege” (Sleeter; 1994, McIntosh, 1989) afforded them as
White people in America. Many White youth internalize messages they have received in
childhood, primarily through family, school, and place of worship, government and the
media, that they are superior to people of color. The effect on Whites may be continued
reinforcement and internalization of racial superiority (Nieto, 1996; Fordham, 1996;
Steele, 1992; Tatum, 1992; Ogbu 1987; Ogbu & Fordham, 1986). The fact is that while
White youth develop a strong sense of “cultural capital”, youth of color in our society
often do not (Bourdieu, 1986; Delpit, 1995). This should not be the case sense everyone
possesses cultural capital and no racial/ethnic group should be given a higher status than
another group. Cultural capital refers to the values, language, customs, culture, and
traditions that receive the highest status in our society. In the United States, those who
have been attributed this high status are from the dominant or White group. How is a
young person to develop a positive sense of self, if the values, language, customs,
cultures, ways of knowing and traditions of her group are not held in high regard in
society?
In US schools, an erroneous sense of White superiority or “the cultural capital of
the dominant group” (Nieto, 1996 p. 232) is perpetuated primarily through the
curriculum. Tatum’s (1992) data from her research on African-American college
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students raised in predominantly White communities suggests that racial identity
development can be influenced by curricular interventions. She states “When offered the
opportunity to discuss the psychological legacy of racism from both Whites and people of
color, all students gain a new framework for understanding their interactions both with
their own racial group and across racial boundaries” (p. 332). Understanding racial
identity development theory as a fundamental dimension of adolescent development is
necessary if educators are to reach all students and to increase the academic success of
African-Americans and provide White youth with an accurate reflection of the
contributions and resistance to oppression by African-Americans and other people of
color in this country.
To understand why racial/ethnic identity development theory is important to the

socially constructed. The bedrock for the social construction of race dates back to the
1492 invasion of the Americas by Columbus. White explorers, conquerors and
colonizers needed first to justify their inhumane treatment of Native Americans and the
enslavement of African people. The theory of racial inferiority was later used to justify
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academic success of youth of color however, it is important to understand that race is

the mistreatment of Chicanos, Puerto Ricans, and Asians who met with similar treatment
by the dominant culture. Whites were able to justify their genocide, enslavement and
exploitation of people of color by constructing a “scientific” hierarchy of races in which
Whites were deemed biologically superior to Indians, Blacks and Asians (Mizell, 1992;
Banks; 1991, Institute of Race Relations, 1983). This social construction of race has led
to racism, with Whites viewing themselves as having the “divine and natural right to
conquer, dominate, and exploit the Americas and the rest of the world,T (Mizell, 1992).
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If it were not for the pervasiveness of racism in this country, racial identity
development would have no foundation or reason to exist. Yet, it is precisely because of
institutionalized racism that developing a positive racial identity is of utmost importance
for all students, but especially for students of color. Coming of age in a race-conscious
society means that adolescents must come to terms with the social implications of their
racial group membership. As youth of color approach adolescence, they often begin to
struggle with the social implications of their racial identity (Parham, 1989; Phinney,
1989; Aries & Moorehead 1989; Tatum, 1992). Too many of the societal and educational
messages internalized by youth of color about themselves are not positive. For example,
in many schools, there is still too little authentic information available to youth of color
about the numerous contributions and accomplishments their racial/ethnic groups have
made to American society. Therefore, being academically successful is viewed by some
youth of color as the exclusive domain of Whiteness.
On the other hand, Asian youth are stereotyped as the “model minority” and
expected to be eager mathematicians or scientists. This type of stereotyping, while
considered positive, is in fact negative. For example, the Asian student who desires to be
an artist may be discouraged from pursuing her artistic passion, because she is supposed
to pursue a career in medicine, engineering or science (Chui, 1994; Lee, 1996; Reid,
1995). She is expected to be good at math and science and if she is not good at it, or
worse, not interested in it, she may be berated or her Asian identity questioned.
Negative stereotypes used to explain the academic underachievement of African,
Indian and Latino/a Americans undermine even those students from these groups who
want to be or are academically successful (Spring, 1997). This detrimental effect may
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manifest itself in a climate that Claude Steele (1996) coined as “stereotype vulnerability”.
Some of these students may opt to fail if it means that they will be suspected by other
youth of color as trying to be White or “acting White” (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986). The
point is, negative or positive, all stereotypes are damaging to the young people they label
and others whose perception and treatment of them are shaped by such beliefs. Further,
the same stereotypes have produced incessant inter- and intra- racial/ethnic dissonance.
Such conflict manifests in internalized as well as externalized attitudes and acts of
prejudice toward other and one’s own racial group. Another profound manifestation of
the internalization of stereotypes or the absence of positive attitudes about one’s ethnic
group is self-hatred or denial of one’s ethnicity and an apparent preference for Whiteness
(Phinney, 1989; Clark & Clark, 1947; Sue, 1981; Bemal & Knight, 1993).
What is significant about the research on the adolescence of youth of color is that
it makes clear the different realities faced by youth from diverse cultural backgrounds
during adolescence. Mainstream literature on identity that has grown out of the
Eriksonian paradigm assumes that there are no constraints imposed by institutional
racism, classism and sexism. Phinney’s (1990) research provides a developmental model
that considers race as a factor in identity development for underrepresented groups in the
United States.

Ethnic Identity Development
The study of ethnic identity has evolved, in part, from two social phenomena: the
social movement of the 1960s and the shifting demographics of American society. From
the social movement of the 60s, the “concept of ethnic identity provides a way of
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understanding the need to assert oneself in the face of threats to one’s identity” (Phinney,
1989, p. 499). Shifting demographics have brought ethnic identity to the fore because by
the mid-1990s, youth of color constituted more than 30% of the 15-25 year olds in
the United States.
Ethnic identity is a conspicuous dimension of an individual’s social identity and
self-concept that has been well documented for people of color and for various White
groups (Phinney, 1992). Since the 1960s there has been continuous and growing interest
in the study of ethnic identity formation. As the population of people of color increases
and the White population decreases in the United States, ethnic identity is certain to
continue to be of significance for people of color and for the White majority.
The importance of ethnic identity has psychological as well as political
significance. However, the relationship between ethnic identity and psychological
outcomes remains unclear. While ethnic identity has been recognized as essential to the
development of self-concept and to overall psychological well-being (Gurin & Epps,
1975), there is no widely agreed upon definition of ethnic identity by researchers. Helms
(1995) defines ethnic identity as “ a social identity based on the culture of one’s
ancestors’ national or tribal group(s), as modified by the demands of the culture in which
one’s group currently resides” (p. 61). Phinney’s (1990) conception of ethnic identity is
based on the degree to which an individual acculturates to his or her indigenous culture.
Phinney (1989) states “... researchers appear to share a broad general
understanding of identity, but the specific aspects they emphasize differ widely” (p. 501).
The lack of a common definition of ethnic identity results from the diverse approaches
researchers have brought to the study of ethnic identity (Phinney, 1989). Yet another

41

issue has to do with the problematic nature of the categorization of people into ethnic
groups. Phinney (1996) states that such “labels are not consistent indicators of group
membership; rather, they vary over time and situations, carry different connotations
among individuals and groups and gloss over within-group variations” (p. 920).
Nonetheless, for the purposes of research and in recognition of the sociopolitical context
in which we live, ethnic labeling has become an important dimension of the identity
development research paradigm.
Studies of ethnic identity have fallen into one of three research perspectives:
social identity theory, acculturation and cultural conflict, and identity formation. Social
identity refers to the interplay between the individual and society, and explicitly
addresses group belonging as a outcome of the individuals’ representations of their social
world and their place in that world (Tajfel, 1978). Acculturation and cultural conflict
“deals broadly with changes in cultural attitudes, values, and behaviors that result from
contact between two distinct cultures” (Phinney, 1989, p. 502). Identity formation is
linked to the impact of ethnic identity in the identity formation process that normally
begins during early adolescence. Phinney and Rosenthal (1992) suggest “minority
adolescents may have to confront issues of prejudice and discrimination, structural
barriers which limit their aspirations and hinder their achievements, and other features of
the mainstream that differentiate them from the majority. If minority youth are to
construct a strong, positive, and stable self-identity, then they must be able to incorporate
into that sense of self a positively valued ethnic identity” (p. 145). Because this study
looks at changes to the individual over time, a developmental psychological perspective
of ethnic identity formation is appropriate to this study. Specifically it is the work of
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Phinney’s (1989) three-stage model of ethnic identity formation process that will be
useful in this study. Phinney’s stage theory of ethnic identity (1989) integrates the models
of racial identity theorists (Atkinson, Morten, and Sue, 1983; Parham and Helms, 1981;
Cross, 1978) and relates them to Marcia’s (1980) model of ego identity development.
Most of the theoretical and empirical research on ethnic identity has focused
largely on White middle-class samples. Many of these studies have been approached
primarily from within the social identity framework. Three aspects of ethnicity are
correlated with psychological functioning. They are culture, ethnic identity and minority
status (Phinney, 1996). From the developmental and counseling psychological domain,
these three aspects are considered the bedrock of ethnicity. They are not delimited in the
psychological literature as independent features of ethnicity. Rather they are said to be
“overlapping and confounded” (Phinney, 1996).
Phinney and Rosenthal (1992b) make the case that “[f]or adolescents from ethnic
minority groups, the process of identity formation has an added dimension due to their
exposure to alternative sources of identification, their own ethnic group and the
mainstream or dominant culture” (p.162). Their research with college-age students
indicates that ethnic minority adolescents who have a greater resolution of their ethnic
identity “also have significantly higher scores on four measures of psychological
adjustment including self-esteem” (p.163). This was not found true for White college
students who did not demonstrate a strong relationship between ethnic identity and self¬
esteem. Similarly, Aries and Moorehead’s (1989) investigation of ego identity of Black
male and female junior and senior high school students found, “ethnicity was most
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predictive of over-all identity-status and was seen as most important to self-definition”
(p. 75).
Phinney and Rosenthal (1992b) propose that “ethnic identity is a critical
developmental issue for ethnic minority adolescents.... [and] that they develop their
ethnic identity as a result of their interaction with family, community and societal
contexts [and this interaction] may pose a number of conflicts that minority youth must
resolve in establishing an ethnic identity” (p. 165). Phinney, Lochner, and Murphy
(1990) suggest that “dealing with prejudice and discrimination is a central aspect of
ethnic identity formation, especially for minorities of color” (p. 147). Phinney and
Rosenthal (1992b) maintain “a positive sense of ethnic identity is a healthy outcome for
minority youth” (p. 148). They state, “ethnic identity is a social identity which deals with
a given, one’s heritage” (p. 143)...and “its meaning is embedded in the culture to which
one belongs” (p.149). Given that identity formation is widely held as a central task of
adolescence, there should be no question of the significance of racial/ethnic identity
during this developmental period.
Most studies of ethnic identity have focused on a specific group. To complicate
matters further, a variety of theoretical assumptions and research methodologies have
been employed to measure ethnic identity, and that has made intergroup comparison and
contrast impossible. In addition, ethnic identity research studies have included many
aspects of ethnic identity (e.g., religious affiliation, social networks, language, and selfidentification) which vary in significance for different groups. However, Phinney
(1992a) proposes that there are “aspects of ethnic identity that are common across all
groups, such as, assessing attitudes toward the group and feelings of belonging, as well as
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the process of ethnic identity formation; the extent of exploration of, and commitment to,
one’s ethnicity” (p. 148).
In addition, shifting demographics and growing numbers of interracial
marriages/unions have created a “new” and visible population of people belonging to
more than one, two or three racial/ethnic groups. The implication of identity
development for this group is particularly complex because biracial youth are attempting
to consolidate two or more racial/ethnic identities in a society in which they are often
made to identify themselves based on only one parent’s racial/ethnic identity. Such a
choice can be particularly damaging to the positive development of biracial youth that are
seeking a racial/ethnic that is inclusive of both parents’ racial/ethnic identities. Such
issues become particularly salient and complex during adolescence (Root, 1990). Thus,
special sensitivity is required for this group who as adolescents must cope with
interfamilial cultural differences, negative social stigma and stereotypes, and the selection
of a biracial identity.

Summary
“Writers from a variety of fields agree that members of ethnic minority groups
must resolve questions regarding retention of their own cultural heritage, relationships
with the dominant culture, and experience with prejudice and discrimination” (Phinney,
1992, p. 163). According to Arce (1981), for people of color, identification with others
who share their ancestry, traditions, values and beliefs is critical in developing both a
positive personal identity and feelings of self-esteem and efficacy, rather than
victimization. On the other hand, Whites are socialized to internalize a sense of

superiority and normalcy that interferes with their developing an accurate sense of
themselves and others. As the review of the research indicates, the notion of adolescent
development was originally predicated on White middle-class youth. Recent research on
the adolescent development of youth of color has added significantly to our
understanding of adolescence for both Whites and youth of color. This knowledge can be
critical for educators and psychologists working with adolescents around issues of school
achievement and personal growth. The review of the literature provides a framework for
interpreting findings from this study and lays the foundation for extending educators’
understanding of racial identity development on the identity development of adolescents.
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CHAPTER m

DESIGN OF STUDY

Overview of the Study

This chapter includes eight sections: an overview of the study; the
demographics, physical setting and educational context of Equity Middle School; the
Cultural Identity Groups (CIG) in context; Describing CIG; methodology and
instruments; ethical considerations; along with the researcher’s biographical statement.
The overview provides the reader with a general understanding of the intent and
components of the study. In the section on demographics, physical setting and education
context of Equity Middle School, the demographics of the student population, the
school culture as it relates to race relations, and its educational program are described.
The section on the Cultural Identity Groups in context describes the Cultural Identity
Group model. The rationale, recruitment and structure of the Cultural Identity Group
itself is described in the next section. In the next two sections, the methodology of the
study, including student interviews and the instruments utilized, are described. This
chapter concludes with a biographical statement of the researcher.
This study investigated the impact of a cultural identity group intervention on
young people in grades 6, 7, and 8 during the 1996-1997 academic year. The Cultural
Identity Group (CIG) program was a hands on, after-school program designed to
provide young people with an environment in which to discuss and explore their own
cultural identity and that of others. The Cultural Identity Group intervention was based
on the author’s five years of experience piloting similar identity intervention programs
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also based on racial/ethnic identity development in adolescence. I developed the
Cultural Identity Group Model in collaboration with Dr. Ernest Washington, Dr. Allen
Ivey, (UMASS), Dr. Mary Bradford-Ivey, guidance counselor, and Dr. Russ Vernon
Jones, principal, at the Fort River Elementary School in Amherst. As the Cultural
Identity Group program coordinator and facilitator of small youth groups from 1993 1996; I authored the initial goals and objectives which concretized the intent of CIG and
provided the framework for structuring the Cultural Identity Group curriculum.
The goal of the intervention was to promote the positive development of
students’ racial/ethnic identity and facilitate interethnic communication and
understanding. This goal was achieved by providing youth with additional information
about themselves and others’ race-related experiences and their ethnic heritage and
sociopolitical context- past, present and future. Great emphasis was placed on
similarities and differences people share as members of different racial and ethnic
groups.
In this chapter, I present the design of the Cultural Identity Group study. This
chapter has seven sections: Demographics, Physical Setting and Educational Context of
Equity Middle School, Cultural Identity Groups in Context, Describing the Cultural
Identity Group: Rationale, Recruitment and Structure, Methodology, Instruments,
Student Interviews, and Role of the Researcher-Biographical Statement.
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Demographics, Physical Setting and Educational Context of Equity Middle
School
Equity Middle School is located in a small New England school district with an
*

increasing population of students of color (presently 24%). Among the students of
color, the largest percentage is Latino, primarily Puerto Rican (17%). Asian students
represent about 5% of the population, and Black students are about 2%. As in many
such districts, however, all of the educators (total N=85) are White except for an ESL
teacher who is Puerto Rican and only in this school part-time. In 1996/97 Equity
Middle School had a total student population of 778 students: 3 American Indians, 22
African Americans, 32 Asian Americans, 83 Latin Americans (primarily Puerto Ricans)
and 608 White (European) Americans. Information was not available on biracial or
Jewish students, although these groups were included in the Cultural Identity Group
project. This information was not available because the US Census Bureau currently
does not collect this type of data; therefore, schools are not required to maintain such
census records.
In 1996, Equity Middle School completed a $1.7 million renovation project
adding 71,998 square feet, making the total size of this facility 140,096 square feet. In
the same year, the school also added grade six, making it a middle school. The school
teaching faculty are divided into teaching teams - five teams of 120 students for grades
seven and eight and six teams of 50 students for grade six. Ihe school also moved to a
block scheduling system creating longer periods and rotating class schedule (i.e.
different subjects on different days). Because of the renovations and increased
technology acquisitions, Equity Middle School has become a flagship technology school
in the state. Equity Middle School is also a member of the Carnegie Council on
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Adolescent Development, Carnegie Corporation of New York Turning Points Project.
Turning Points is a national program funded by the Carnegie Corporation and is a model
for middle schools of how to create small communities for learning that ensures success
for all students. The model empowers teachers and administrators to make decisions
about the experiences of middle grade students. The model assumes to accomplish this
goal however, teachers must have expertise in teaching young adolescents. The model
fosters improving academic performance by improving the relationships between adults
and adolescents and by re-engaging families in the education of adolescents by
connecting schools with communities (Turning Points, 1989).
The fact that Equity Middle School is located in Oldtown, a small city of 29,000
in New England growing in its diversity, and the school district is relatively small made
it a useful laboratory for an intervention of this type. The population is diverse
ethnically and economically. Twenty-four percent of the students in its public schools
are students of color, the largest group of which is Latino (17%). The recipients of free
and reduced meals account for 23% of the school population. Of the city’s elementary
school children 14% of the White students, 64% of the African American students, 68%
of the Asian Pacific Islanders and 37% of the Latino students live below the poverty
line. Oldtown is also a diverse community in terms of religion and it has a recognizable
gay and lesbian community.
Oldtown is typical of many small racially mixed school systems in that racial
tensions exist but have not, to date, precipitated major conflict. As Schofield (1995)
states, this kind of town represents an ideal place for an intervention. In other words,
while Oldtown had not experienced overt racial tensions the results from a recently
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mandated State Department of Education survey on civil rights in school (Chapter 622
Civil Rights Survey, 1996) indicated that racial tensions, were intensifying in this
school district. This survey’s results affirmed the need for the intervention that is
reported on in this study. It also provided an assessment of the pre-intervention
attitudes on the part of students regarding school climate and intergroup relations. With
their attention on the issue of underlying racial tensions that emanated from this survey,
the Oldtown Public School central administration in conjunction with its Civil Rights
committee were receptive to the cultural identity group intervention.
Students from African American, Asian, Biracial, European American, Jewish
American and Latino backgrounds were invited to participate in the Cultural Identity
Group project. Students were recruited via classroom visits by facilitators. During these
visits facilitators explained the goals of the project and told students that their
participation was voluntary. Group enrollment ranged from three to seventeen
participants. Every effort was made to balance each Cultural Identity Group for grade
and gender. The Latino/a and European American groups were oversubscribed and a
lottery system was used to select participants. All participants in the Cultural Identity
Group had parental permission. (See Appendix A: Parental Permission Form
English/Spanish).
Students who participated in the Cultural Identity Group were asked to complete
the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure questionnaire. A control group of non¬
participating was also administered the MEIM. The parents of two hundred and fifty
randomly selected students received a letter requesting permission for their child to take
the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure questionnaire. Given that White (European
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American) students significantly outnumbered students of color, it was not possible to
obtain a control group that was racially balanced. Qualitative data was collected
through interviews with a representative sample of Cultural Identity Group participants.
The participants interviewed were representative of the six different racial/ethnic groups
in this study (African American, Asian, Biracial/Mixed Heritage, European American,
Latino/Latina). Participants were also selected to provide a balance between grades (6,
7, 8), and males and females being interviewed. Participants were asked if they were
interested in being interviewed.
The intervention that this study reports on ended in June 1997. At this time of
the school year, the students of Equity Middle School were involved in numerous end of
the school year activities and the start of summer vacations. To this end, there was
some difficulty in arranging convenient interview times with participants. However, it
was important to the research questions posed in this study to have at least one person
from each group participate in the interviewing process.

Cultural Identity Groups in Context

The goal of the Cultural Identity Group Project is based on three major
assumptions. The first assumption is that issues of race and racism are ongoing and
have an impact on youth. In spite of this reality, youth rarely have an opportunity to
discuss these issues in constructive and productive ways, particularly in school. The
second assumption hinges on the importance of positive racial/ethnic identity
development during adolescence (Phinney, 1989, Cross, 1991, Helms, 1990). Though
sometimes overlooked, a positive racial/ethnic identity is important for White children
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as well as children of color to provide them with a balanced view of themselves as
members of a multicultural society. The third and final assumption is that cultural
exploration and pride is the essential ingredient to developing a positive racial/ethnic
identity, to appreciation and respect for others’ cultures, and races.
The intervention was comprised of two phases. These phases focused on self
and other, respectively. A large group community building activity conjoined the two
phases. The intervention concluded with an event of celebration, recognition, food and
entertainment. Groups ranged in size from 3 to 17 youth. Every effort was made in the
second phase for the blended groups to have a racial, ethnic, gender and linguistic
balance.
This study reports on the impact of Cultural Identity Groups on early adolescents
who participated in the research study. The Cultural Identity Group Project is one
component of a three-tier intervention project, with funding from the Carnegie
Corporation of New York. This demonstration grant was awarded for the
implementation and evaluation of a two-year school-based intervention project in
Oldtown. The project had three components: an intervention with middle school
students; professional development for educators; and a series of parent workshops.
This study reports only on the intervention with middle school students.
The first component of this intervention was designed to assist middle school
students of diverse backgrounds to develop positive racial/ethnic identities and skills for
building alliances across racial and ethnic differences using cultural identity groups as a
strategy. This first component is the focus of this study.
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Although the second and third components are not directly related to this study,
they along with the first component reflect the intervention that made this particular
study possible. It also reflects a value of the researcher that any intervention that
focuses on youth must also include the adults in their environment, particularly those
adults in school and home. Thus, the second component, a professional development
course for educators, was designed to help participants develop effective anti-racist
curriculum and educational practices to support student development and ultimately
encourage positive intergroup relations among youth. The third component, a series of
parent meetings, was designed to provide parents with anti-bias resources (e.g., books,
articles, games, media) and information about adolescent development, specifically
racial/ethnic identity development during adolescence.
This three-part intervention grew out of two independent pilot projects
facilitated by Beverly Daniel Tatum, principal investigator, and Phyllis C. Brown, co¬
investigator. Dr. Beverly Daniel Tatum developed an anti-racist professional
development course for suburban teachers in the greater Boston area. This project was
part of the Eastern Massachusetts Initiative (EMI), which was first implemented in
1993. Phyllis C. Brown coordinated the Cultural Identity Group (CIG) project
implemented in a suburban elementary school in New England, which also began in
1993 (Brown, 1996).
Describing the Cultural Identity Group: Rationale. Recruitment and Structure
In order to interrupt the cycle of racism that is always present and operative in
society, young people need an understanding of how prejudice and racism are
manifested in our society and how they have divided us from one another by racial
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categorization. Young people also need to feel empowered to do something about
racism. The Cultural Identity Group project meets the needs of students to have a safe
place to explore these issues. The theoretical framework underlying this project is racial
and ethnic identity development theory as described by Cross (1991), Helms (1990), and
Phinney (1989). Thomas Parham’s (1989) work expands the theory articulated by Cross
(1971) to include racial identity as a salient dimension of late adolescence, particularly
for youth from racial and ethnic minority groups. Research suggests that the further
along an individual is in the process of developing a positive racial/ethnic identity, the
more effective one is at establishing cross-racial relationships, (Carter & Goodwin,
1994). Meanwhile, Jean Phinney (1989) has documented the significance of ethnic
identity development in early adolescence, especially for youth of color. However, the
absence of an extensive multicultural, anti-racist curriculum and structured
opportunities to explore identity in school seems to impede adolescent development of a
positive racial/ethnic identity (Tatum, 1992). The central focus of the cultural identity
group model (Brown, 1996) is to affirm identity and in the process encourage positive
intergroup relations among students.
The Cultural Identity Group was an after-school program that met at Equity
Middle School once a week for 16 weeks on Monday afternoons, from 2:30-4:00 p.m.
Eleven facilitators were recruited via word of mouth from the local community, a
nearby University and College. There were twelve facilitators involved in this
intervention project. The director was also a group facilitator. The primary role of the
facilitators was to plan and implement lessons using the curriculum framework (Brown,
1996) that was provided. Facilitators met weekly to share and evaluate lesson plans, and
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complete a CIG data form and discuss CIG related activities and or concerns.
Facilitators also engaged in collaborative planning with other facilitators to coordinate
large group activities such as the role plays, the Community Building day and the end of
the year Peace and Justice March and Multicultural Festival. Facilitators and students
held each other accountable to rules of conduct orally established by the group. These
rules included listening when others were speaking, treating each other respectfully,
following instructions and not using “put-downs” such as “fags”.
The facilitators recruited to work with this intervention were highly skilled. The
facilitators brought their understanding of issues of social justice and a myriad of skills
and experiences to bear on and shape the CIG intervention. Their perspective and
willingness to share their individual and collective experiences added breadth and depth
to this intervention. As group facilitators represented diversity with respect to
socioeconomic class, education, race, sexual orientation, age, academic training,
interests and language we role modeled positive interethnic relations. They, along with
the CIG participants, are responsible for the success of CIG. None of the facilitators in
this study was from the administration or teaching community in this school.
Facilitators received a total of twenty hours of training (e.g., racial identity
development, group dynamics, teambuilding, and adolescent development), before and
during their participation in CIG. They collaborated on lesson plans and organizing
events such as the Peace and Justice Walk and Multicultural Festival. They were paid
nominally for their employment as facilitators. Some student facilitators earned
undergraduate or graduate credit for their work with CIG.
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Students in grades 6, 7, and 8 from Equity Middle School were recruited to the
Cultural Identity Group program through personal invitation and posters (See Appendix
B: Be Who You Are poster). The program staff visited all (36) social studies and (6)
English as Second Language and Transitional Bilingual Education classes in this middle
school during one day. Teachers were informed of and invited to participate in the
project via team meeting. As a Carnegie Turning Points school, Equity teachers are
organized into interdisciplinary teams of five to seven people who meet weekly to
discuss teaching and learning. Parents received a letter from the principal of the school
announcing the project and asking parents to consider letting their child participate. To
engage parents in the project, a series of Parent Meetings which featured information on
the cycle of oppression, adolescent development, media literacy, tips on raising anti¬
biased children and a CIG student panel, were offered. Students who volunteered to
participate in CIG had to return a signed parent/guardian permission slip.
The major objectives for the Cultural Identity Groups are to:
■

to provide youth with an opportunity to discuss issues of cultural heritage
race/ethnicity, and racism in a safe setting

■

to build on the students’ pre-existing knowledge regarding these issues

■

to facilitate the enhancement of self-esteem

■

to help students appreciate differences and consider the long-term implications of
this awareness

■

to provide students with an opportunity to express their feelings and/or concerns to
school
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■

to create options for confronting racism which minimizes the harmful effects to
youngsters.
Cultural Identity Groups met for sixteen weeks beginning in January and ending

in May 1997. The project had two phases. Phase I: Affinity Group met for seven
weeks. During affinity meetings, students with facilitators from the same or similar
racial/ethnic background met to discuss and affirm their identities, share family stories,
cultural heritage, and experiences with race. Cultural Identity Groups were composed
of students from six different racial/ethnic backgrounds African American, Asian and
Asian American, Bi-racial/Mixed Heritage, European and European American, Jewish
and Jewish American and Latino/Latina and Hispanic Americans. Students selfselected, sometimes with the help of their parents, into one of the six racial/ethnic
groups.
Affinity Group participants self-selected to be in one of six racial/ethnic identity
groups: (African American, Asian, Asian American, Bi-racial/Mixed Heritage,
European American, Jewish, or Latino-Hispanic). In the affinity group, facilitators and
students expressed what it meant to be a member of a particular racial/ethnic group.
The Affinity group sessions helped students to explore the question “Who Am I?” and
“What does it mean to be a member of my racial/ethnic group?” Facilitators conducted
activities to spark discussions that allowed participants to share their common heritage
and experience with discrimination, in order that students might gain a sense of their
shared sociopolitical realities.
After Affinity Groups concluded a seven-week session, the entire group of CIG
participants, facilitators and director met in a large community building workshop.
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During the community building workshop, role-plays, icebreakers, and other activities
were presented. These tools were used to help participants think about how stereotypes
affect targeted people, how stereotypes get started, how they are perpetuated and what
individuals and groups can do to recognize and confront discriminatory behaviors. The
community building workshop was a two-hour long event and students had an early
release from school that day to participate.
Phase II: Blended Groups immediately followed the community building
activity. Students and facilitators from affinity groups were reconfigured to create well
balanced (e.g., multiracial, gender, linguistic) Blended Groups. Facilitators were also
reconstituted to make up six multi-racial teams. The next seven weeks were spent in
Blended groups. During blended group sessions, students were engaged in a variety of
activities which focused on cultural exchange among participants, learning skills to
confront injustice, exploring stereotypes, gender discrimination, and planning for the
closing event. The final event concluding this sixteen-week program was a peace and
justice walk and a multicultural festival

Methodology
The study employed both quantitative and qualitative research methods.
Quantitative data were collected using the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM)
(Phinney, 1992) that provided information on the pre-intervention and post-intervention
changes in students’ ethnic identity development. Qualitative data were collected
through interviews with a small sample of interracial students. Interviews provided
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information on the impact of CIG on ethnic identity development and inter-group
relations from the students’ point of view.
Jean Phinney (1992a) developed the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure
(MEIM) to study “ethnic identity as a general phenomenon that is relevant across
groups” (p. 158). Phinney (1992a) states, “common to the ethnic identity of all ethnic
group members are self-identification as a group member, a sense of belonging, and
attitudes toward one’s group” (p. 158). The Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure
(1992a) incorporates the universal components of ethnic identity (self-identification,
ethnic behaviors and patterns, affirmation and belonging, ethnic identity achievement).
These universal or “common components” (p. 156) of ethnic identity are the basis of the
MEIM. The MEIM is designed for use with adolescents and young adults from diverse
groups and determines pre- and post- measures of students’ ethnic identity awareness.

Instruments
Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM)
The Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM) includes an introductory
paragraph that discusses the fact that every person has an ethnic group(s) membership.
It describes these ethnic groups by using examples of different ethnic groups such as
African American, Mexican American, American Indian and White. The MEIM is a
twenty-four item questionnaire that measures the importance of ethnicity and how youth
feel and react to their ethnicity. Students are asked to identify their ethnic group
membership as well as that of their mother and father. These questions relate to the
universal components of ethnic identity. For example, individuals rate their response to
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questions such as I have spent time trying to find out more about my own ethnic group,
such as its history, traditions, and customs” and “I have not spent much time trying to
learn more about the culture and history of my ethnic group.” Included in the 24 items
are six questions that assess other group orientation.
Students respond to statements by stating whether they “strongly agree,”
“somewhat agree”, “somewhat disagree” or “strongly disagree”. This scale was
developed over a five-year period. Scores derive from reversing negatively worded
items, summing across items, and obtaining the mean. Scores can range from 4 (high
ethnic identity) to 1 (low ethnic identity). Items that address self-identification and
parent ethnic identity are not part of the score. (For complete MEIM questionnaire, see
Appendix C).
To test the reliability of this scale, it was administered to 417 high school
students and 136 college students from ethnically diverse schools (Phinney, 1990). The
reliability of this measure assures the user that comparison and contrast among youth
from different ethnic groups can be examined. The instrument’s validity and usefulness
is well established in the research community (Soriano, Collins, & Weil, 1997; Barr,
Schultz, Bender, Dameshek, Selman, Fine & Tollefson, 1997; Zavala, 1995).
The MEIM was administered as a pre and post intervention measure of ethnic
identity measure of ethnic awareness, salience and development. The measures were
scored and pre-post scores were compared to determine changes between and within the
control and experimental groups. A T-test was used to compare the scores of the
Control group and the CIG group.
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Student Interviews
Student interviews were used in this study to provide data on changes in
students’ understanding and pride in their racial/ethnic awareness and identity and their
respect for the ethnicity and cultural traditions of other people not in their racial/ethnic
group. An interview guide developed for use in an earlier pilot project (Brown, 1995)
was modified for this student population (See Appendix E: Student Interview Guide).
There are four sections that comprise the interview guide. They are:
■

Section I: Cultural Identity Group Experience;

■

Section II: Friends, School and Religious Background;

■

Section IE: Race Awareness and;

■

Section IV: Concluding Interview Questions.
Student interviews provided qualitative data of the impact of the cultural identity

group experience on students’ understanding of their racial/ethnic group membership. It
provided data on what students learned from their participation in CIG. It offered
insights into their opinions, observations, and first-hand experience with discrimination
and racism.
Student interview data was transcribed and coded for patterns and themes
according to the four sections of the interview guide. The interviews were analyzed
thematically.
The methodology is appropriate to obtaining responses to the study’s research
questions. Both the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure and interviews respond to the
research questions:
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1. Does participation in the cultural identity group affect ethnic identity for
adolescents? If so, how does participation in the cultural identity group affect the
racial/ethnic identity development of adolescents?
2. Does participation in the cultural identity group positively affect interethnic
relationships among adolescents? If so, how?

Ethical Considerations
Facilitators signed Equity Middle School’s Volunteers in Oldtown contract,
agreed to follow the specific guidelines for working with students as outlined by the
school administration, and signed a contract of expectations as employees of Mount
Holyoke College (the project funding was channeled through this college).
Dissemination of the study guarantees student anonymity; pseudonyms were
used for students participating and no attribution to any child is made without the
permission of parent and child. Data collected will be used in conference presentations,
published articles, and grant reports. In using the data, every effort will be made to
accommodate the school’s request for recognition or anonymity. A report of this study
will be made available to the participating school. Finally, in reporting findings every
effort has been made to report them accurately and refrain from overgeneralizing to a
larger population. Given the impossibility of creating a matching control group due to
the large White school population, findings are reported with caution.
A key ethical consideration centered on building real collaboration between the
school and the researcher. Keeping in mind that the intervention would benefit from the
school’s full participation in this project, as director, I made every attempt to engage the
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faculty and school administration in all phases of the project. In addition, I visited
classes to gain the trust of students and faculty and I provided assistance in classroom
activities. The school benefited by the project through national recognition, and it
received a abundance of anti-racist educational materials.

Role of the Researcher - Biographical Statement
As an African American woman, I do not approach this issue from a distanced
researcher perspective. Although this is traditionally seen as a bias in western scientific
methodology, I believe that the significance of this statement is in acknowledging one’s
passion, not in denying it.
Of paramount importance is the fact that I am a forty year-old African American
woman who grew up, from age six months to thirteen years in an all-White community
located in a suburb of the State of Rhode Island and Providence Plantations. At that time
in 1958,1 did not realize (nor do I believe did my parents or siblings) that a Black
family living in an all-White community, was an anomaly. Most northern Blacks in
1958 lived in urban areas and they were primarily Black communities. It is true that by
the time I was bom on June 15, 1958, millions of Blacks had migrated North from ante¬
bellum Southern states in search of more economic opportunity and to escape Southern
White hostility toward Black people. As an adult, I have often wondered why my
parents chose to move to a White community where we were scorned, vilified,
terrorized and rejected by Whites just because we were Black. I hated White people
because they were mean to my family and me, yet I wanted them to accept me.
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It was difficult being the lone Black family in this community and the only Black
child in my classes. My siblings and I were shunned and discriminated against not only
by our peers but also more often and most egregiously by the adults in this community,
especially teachers and school administrators. My brothers received the brunt of this
brutality and were always accused of any bad thing that happened in the school.
However, in all honesty, I cannot negate my own experiences with racism and the
damage that it has done to my self-esteem.
I have a lot of early race-related memories. Those memories are filled with pain,
anger, confusion and loneliness — notice none of the adjectives I use to describe these
memories are happy or self-affirming terms. These memories are ones that I will live
with for the rest of my life. At one time these memories paralyzed and created a
“stereotype vulnerability” (Steele, 1992) in me that left me convinced of my innate
inferiority. Now these same memories drive me with great passion and urgency to do
what no teacher, principal, or school counselor did for me when I was a child. I stand
firmly as an advocate for and supporter of the rights of children and adolescents
regardless of their race or ethnicity. I will not tolerate racism that so impacted my life,
academic achievement, and development of a positive racial identity to remain unnoticed
or unchallenged. Therefore, it is with this objective in mind that I have pursued a career
as an educator, and more recently a social scientist, to redress the plight of those affected
by racism.
Who is affected by racism? I once maintained that only the victims (oppressed)
of racism were affected by racism; however, my work as a multicultural, anti-racist
educator has taught me that neither people of color nor White people can escape the

65

perils of living in a racist society. I am not saying that we are all affected equally by
racism because if that were the case racism would be a thing of the past in 1999. To be
certain, we are not all affected the same way by racism; White people receive unearned
and unfair advantage over and against people of color in this society. Even lighter skin
people of color receive such benefits from having skin that more closely resembles
White people (Tatum, 1997).
I have had many opportunities to work with and develop authentic relationships
with Whites who have been and continue to be truly hurt by and angry about racism.
For example, my close friend and sister Phyllis Labanowski has more than once cried
with me as I relayed to her yet another experience of racism. I know that her tears and
feelings are not pretentious. I know that her anger as a White woman, who benefits
from White skin privilege, is not an act for me and I know that she will always be, for
me and other people of color, an ally in public and private. It is with this “new”
learning in mind that I approach a more internationalized, transcendent racial identity
and this study with a commitment to all youth regardless of color.
In this study, I attempted to convey the importance of developing a positive
racial/ethnic identity and the magnificence and richness of the many cultures that
compose the people of North America. I could not do this if it were not for my
experiences as an African American woman, for they have made me who I am. I am also
aware that too often interlopers, posing as researchers, enter communities to “study’
them with no understanding, empathy or relevant experiences of the people they will
study. I have as other “sistahs” have done so cogently (Ladson-Billings, 1996, Lorde,
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1995; hooks, 1993; Collins, 1990) place myself and will keep myself in the center of
this study and my work as an educator as both subject and researcher.
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CHAPTER IV

RESEARCH FINDINGS

Findings in this chapter address the effectiveness of the cultural identity group
project and respond to the study’s two research questions:
1.

Does participation in the cultural identity group affect ethnic identity for
adolescents? If so, how does participation in the cultural identity group affect the
racial/ethnic identity development of adolescents?

2.

Does participation in the cultural identity group positively affect interethnic
relationships among adolescents? If so, how?
The Cultural Identity Group (CIG) program is an intervention designed to

provide youth with a safe space in school to talk about issues of racial/ethnic identity
and racism. The intervention consisted of two phases. Phase I focused on self and
reference group racial/ethnic exploration. Phase II focused on cross-cultural
communication exchange and skill building for confronting injustice. A large group
community building activity conjoined Phases

I and n.

The intervention concluded with

a Peace and Justice Walk through the local community, and a multicultural celebration
including student recognition, food, speakers and entertainment. Groups ranged in size
from 3 to 17 youth and groups met once a week for approximately an hour and fortyfive minutes for eighteen weeks. Every effort was made in the second phase for the
blended groups to have a racial, ethnic, gender and linguistic balance.
Two sources of data, the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM) and
interviews with nine CIG participants were used to address the research questions posed
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in this study. Differences in racial/ethnic identity were examined for the experimental
and the control group in this study.

Multi group Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM)
The MEIM was developed by Jean Phinney (1989) to measure ethnic identity
based on the elements of ethnic identity that are common across groups. The MEIM
measures changes in ethnic identity over time. The pre-post MEIM was administered to
both the control group (n=34) and participants in the cultural identity group (n=23). The
sample for the experimental group included African Americans, Asian, Biracial,
European Americans, Jewish, and Latino/Latina students. Twenty-three of the thirtynine students who completed the CIG project completed the pre and post-test measure.
Two explanations account for this difference. First, some of the students had not
returned their signed parental permission form when the MEIM was administered.
Second, several students who did not speak English fluently opted not to complete the
pre-post measure. Of the 34 students in the control sample, only two students were
from racial/ethnic minority groups while the remaining 32 students were of European
American descent. Differences in ethnic identity were examined for the experimental
and the control group in this study.
As shown in Table 4.1 the pre-score for CIG (mean = 3.1) and control group
(mean = 2.7) indicate that students in the cultural identity group were initially different
from the control group in terms of their racial/ethnic identity (p< .01). That is,
participants in CIG scored higher in their racial/ethnic identity at the pre-test than the
control group members did. I considered two possible explanations for this difference.
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1.

Because more students of color were in the cultural identity than the control group,
and because research indicates that adolescents of color often begin to think about
ethnic identity sooner than White youth do, their presence in the CIG experimental
group may have skewed the scores.

2.

Or, because CIG students are a self-selected group, all students volunteering to
participate in CIG may be higher in their racial/ethnic identity than those in the
control group.

Table 4.1: Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM)
Pre-Scores for Cultural Identity Groups &
Control Group

3.5
3
2.5
2
1.5

1
.5
0

CIG

Control

To investigate this difference further, the MEIM data was disaggregated to analyze
this initial finding. The mean pre-score for CIG White students (3.0) and CIG students
of color (3.2) were compared. Table 4.2 illustrates the results of this analysis. There was
no statistically significant difference between the White students and the students of
color in CIG (p>. 05).
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Table 4. 2: MEIM Pre-Score for Cultural Identity Group
Students of Color (SOC) And White Participants
3.5
3
2.5
2
1.5
1
.5
0

It would appear that the difference between the CIG and the control group is not
due to the larger number of students of color in CIG. Rather, the likely explanation for
this difference is that the CIG student self-selected to be in this group. Their interest in
this intervention suggests that students in CIG were beginning the process of exploring
their ethnic identity. Stated another way, the data suggest that the racial/ethnic identity
of students in CIG had become salient and the intervention offered these students an
opportunity to further explore this dimension of their social identity.
Because the groups were different to begin with, it is very difficult to make any
causal statements about the impact of the intervention on the MEIM scores. Changes
subtle or otherwise, in both groups (CIG and Control) could be attributed to the fact that
the students are older, or the result of experiences outside of school. However, the
interview data do suggest that the CIG experience did precipitate shifts in students
thoughts and behavior.
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of the difference between the two groups at the time of post-testing was essentially the
same as at the pre-test.
Table 4.3: MEIM Pre-Post Scores for Cultural Identity Group
3.5
3
2.5
2
1.5
1
.5
0

One interpretation of this finding is that the CIG intervention had no significant
effect on the racial/ethnic identity development of youth. While this may be true, given
the short span of time between administering the pre and post-tests (approximately 12
weeks), another explanation may be more plausible. That is, the MEIM instrument may
not be sensitive enough to pick up subtle changes in one’s ethnic identity.

Student interviews

To further investigate the impact of the Cultural Identity Group intervention on
the racial/ethnic identity of CIG participants, nine student interviews were conducted.
The nine students interviewed were representative of the six racial/ethnic groups that
participated in CIG (African American, Asian, Biracial, European American, Jewish and
Latino/Latina). Table 4.4 provides a summary of demographic characteristics of the
interview participants.

72

Table 4.4: Overview of Interview Participants
PARTICIPANT
x- :: x-.. ' :

■
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'x ■' ■ ■ .

GENDER

AGE

RACE/ETHNICITY

GRADE

LANGUAGE

■

NAME

■

!

PSEUDONYM

■

x

■

■

ilfS.*

•

;v

.-

;

,

N-9

.■
■

x •'

•

!

■■

'
■ 'x'

Thran

Male

13

7

'

■■

v.

'
x.' ;!■

'
::::

Indian (South Asian)

Gujarati
Hindi
English

.
'

x-

■

v: '

. ■

: :x

Anisha

Female

12

6

African American

English

Mandela

Male

13

8

Bi-racial/Mixed
Heritage

English

Antonio

Male

13

8

Puerto Rican

English
Spanish

Maria

Female

13

g

Puerto Rican

English
Spanish

Paul

Male

12

White

English

David

Male

13

White

English
German

1

Jewish

English

7

Jewish

English

7
8

Meredith

Female

13

Olivia

Female

13

.

•

The interviews were analyzed thematically to investigate how students might
have been affected by the cultural identity group intervention. Four themes emerged
from this analysis: 1) greater awareness of racial/ethnic self; 2) increased interethnic
awareness; 3) emerging awareness of the pervasiveness of racism; 4) the development
of skills to interrupt injustice and use their CIG experience in the future.

Greater awareness of racial/ethnic self
The first theme, greater awareness of racial/ethnic self, speaks directly to the
first question posed by this study “Does participation in the Cultural Identity Group
affect ethnic identity of adolescents”? Of the nine students interviewed, five students
specifically identified that their primary reason for joining the cultural identity group
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was to learn more about their own racial/ethnic group. The following four examples
illustrate this sentiment.
Anisha, an African American girl, states that she was very excited to learn from
the facilitators, who were recruiting for CIG volunteers in her social studies class, that
she would get to learn more about her heritage if she joined the CIG. She says:
I knew a little bit about [my] heritage and background but I didn’t know
as much as I wanted to know. It was good for me because I got to learn a
lot about my culture and about other people’s cultures. I also met a lot of
new people. It was interesting for me [to be in the African American
Affinity Group] because most of my friends are either White or Puerto
Rican (unfortunately, there are not a lot of African Americans). I.. .got
to talk with some other people of my culture and got their input on what
they thought about our culture. That was good. [For example,] I learned
things about famous people that I didn’t know. I knew about Rosa Parks,
that she started the [Montgomery bus] boycott, but I didn’t know details.
I am [interested] in things like that - so I was really interested. I learned
more about the underground railroad...we made a poem [called] “Black
is” and we listed all of the [positive] things about African Americans and
we gave an explanation for each.. .so that was good.
Anisha, African American, 6th grader
Two students talked about their lack of knowledge about their own backgrounds.
In addition, Mandela, a biracial student, desired to connect with other people like
himself.
I participated because I wanted to learn more about my cultural
background and see if there were any more people in my school who had
the same background. I hadn’t been involved in anything like about my
ethnicity before.
Mandela, Biracial, male 8th grader
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I mostly participated in the program to learn about my culture.. .because I
have been living here most of my life and I haven’t learned very much at
all about my Puerto Rican background...
Antonio, Puerto Rican, male 8th grader
Another student’s interest in CIG was sparked by the opportunity to be in a
Jewish Affinity group where she could learn about the religious aspect and practices of
Judaism. She expressed this in her assessment of her CIG experience:
Well I enjoyed the experience that I had.. .getting to know other people
and learning about well especially like in my own group-the Jewish
group. I got to know more about [my] faith, religious holidays, prayers
and how it used to be. I joined because I wanted to learn more about my
race and other people. I really like learning about [my Jewish heritage]
cause I’m not a very religious person in my culture so I got to learn stuff
about the [Jewish] religion.
Meredith, Jewish American, female, 7th grader
An analysis of the preceding quotes suggests that these students entered the
Cultural Identity Group intervention with a desire to explore their racial/ethnic identity
and that they gained a heightened awareness of it because of their participation in CIG.
These quotes suggest that CIG did have an effect on the racial/ethnic identity of these
particular students.
Two students responded that their primary motivation for joining CIG was the
opportunity to learn more about the culture and experiences of other people. These
students were interested in CIG because they wanted to learn how other groups dealt
with experiences of oppression. Paul states:
I participated in the [CIG] project because I was very interested in
learning about other people’s cultures and how they coped in [the]
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world...and how they get along and how different cultures carry out their
life...and how they exist.I also liked learning about different
experiences that each participant had had with racism and prejudice and
how they dealt with it, how they still have to deal with it how they
[feel]... and just learning about it was nice and all the different places that
people come from and their interesting backgrounds.
Paul, European American male 7th grader
Olivia shared Paul’s view. She stated:
I hoped to learn a lot about people.. .different cultures... I learned about how to
deal with other people’s culture.
Olivia, Jewish, female 7th grader
Olivia went on to discuss her own affinity group experience and the knowledge
she gained about different cultures that shared similar experiences to Jewish people
during the Holocaust. She states:
[In the Jewish Affinity group] we talked a lot about the time the Jews
had been in the Holocaust. We didn’t just talk about Nazism; we [also]
talked about different cultures.
Olivia, Jewish, female 7th grader
In the two preceding quotes, students from the dominant (White) culture speak
to the importance of learning about the experiences of others as a significant reason for
joining CIG. In this way, their reasons for joining CIG are different from those of their
peers who are students of color. The desire to learn about the experiences of others is
not surprising given their dominant status. This statement however, should be qualified
by Olivia’s comments. On one hand, she is like students of color wanting to know
about her own group (i.e. Jews) and on the other hand, she has the dominant group’s
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curiosity about others. Her comments speak to her multiple identities as a Jew and
member of the dominant White culture.
Conversely, statements by students of color indicate their focus is primarily to
learn about their own racial group’s history, culture and traditions rather than that of the
dominant group. Because students of color have limited opportunities to learn about the
contributions of their group to American society and their struggles against oppression,
it is not surprising that these students want to learn “the details” (Anisha, student
interview) of their racial/ethnicity group (Phinney, 1989; Tatum, 1997).
David, a European American male participant who immigrated to the United
States, presents a different profile. Though a member of the dominant group, David
identifies CIG as an opportunity for him to talk about his German background and his
experience of being “targeted” because of it. However, he was quick to add that he also
thought CIG taught him about the Puerto Rican culture of people who live in his
community.
David explains:
I thought we would be talking about our background [and] all the
experiences that I had during school.. .1 talked with the other students [in
my Affinity Group] about my experiences [of being called] Kraut and
Nazi [by people here].
David, European American male 8th grader
Most of the students in the European American group cite that their primary
interest in CIG was to learn about the culture of others. David, however, participated in
CIG because of his “encounters” in school. As a German immigrant, he has
experienced “put-downs” such as being called a “Nazi and Kraut . What
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distinguishes Olivia and David’s comment from Paul, the first student is their “targeted”
status. As people of Jewish or German ancestry, respectively, both students expressed
interest in learning about other cultures in relationship to their own group’s experience
with discrimination.

Increased interethnic awareness
The second theme, increased interethnic awareness, also speaks to the research
questions. In this section, the theme of interethnic awareness will be explored and
findings related to increased interethnic awareness of all students in this study are
reported.
1. Does participation in the cultural identity group affect ethnic identity for
adolescents? If so, how does participation in the cultural identity group affect the
racial/ethnic identity development of adolescents?
2. Does participation in the cultural identity group positively affect interethnic
relationships among adolescents? If so, how?
Increased interethnic awareness highlights the ways in which CIG contributed to
the development of greater understanding of and appreciation for the racial/ethnic
identity of others among participants. Based on student comments, CIG may have
helped these adolescents to simultaneously affirm their own racial/ethnic identity and to
be more respectful of others’ cultural heritage. Five of the nine students interviewed
spoke about what they learned in the blended group, how the information affected their
understanding of others and how learning about other people s cultural background
positively increased their interethnic awareness of others. For example, Thran states.
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In the [Blended Group] I learned [about] other people’s culture and what
they do for holidays (e.g.. Three Kings Day). I liked the [Blended Group]
because I learned more about Puerto Rico — like making the flag and
learning the song (Que Bonita Bandera - a Puerto Rican song sung at
many Puerto Rican events) and what it means to [Puerto Ricans] and to
their country.
Thran, South Asian Indian, male 7th grader
Thran’s comments suggest that learning first-hand or authentic information
about the holidays and important cultural icons, symbols and values of the Puerto Rican
community helped him to gain a greater understanding of and respect for the Puerto
Rican culture and “what it means to Puerto Ricans....”
The simple use of geography and the Peters Projection map, a map that
accurately represents the relative land masses of the continents, helped Anisha to
visually see the place or origin of other people in her group as well as to share her
family’s place of origin. The following comment from Anisha affirms how a map
exercise helped her learn and appreciate the diversity of the backgrounds of people in
her blended group. She states:
In one [Blended Group] meeting, we had a big map and we pointed out
where our family members were from, even if that wasn’t our heritage.
That was really cool, learning where people’s family members are from it was all over the world. That was neat.
Anisha, African American, female 6th grader
Additionally Anisha explained that CIG improved relationships among different
people as evidenced by the following comment:
I think [CIG] improved relationships among different people a little just
because people got to know people more. I know that with me, a lot of
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I think [CIG] improved relationships among different people a little just
because people got to know people more. I know that with me, a lot of
people had first impressions about me that were wrong, but once they got
to know me, they changed and so now, we are friends. Some people
might have thought that I had an attitude or something just because they
saw me fighting with a friend but then when they really got to know me
they knew I didn’t have an attitude and I was a nice person.

As a consequence of her CIG experience Anisha changed her behavior toward the
Puerto Rican students she had met in CIG. She stated:
[A] lot of the Puerto Ricans who didn’t speak English very well, I say
“Hola” to them in the halls because I know a little bit of Spanish, so I
speak to them now and am friends with them. That is something that
happened as a consequence of the [CIG] groups.
Furthermore, Anisha suggested that there was something about the Cultural
Identity Group experience that set it apart from a regular school day. She concluded:
It’s not just like a day in school where you are just learning and you can’t
talk. We all had [the opportunity to participate in] conversations and that
were helpful.
David also suggested that he considered it important to learn more about the
history and heritage of people who live in his community.
I liked learning about cultures that are really close to me like
Latino/Latina...since we live so close to them, we should know about
them.
David, European-American, male 8th grader
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Implicit in David’s comment is the fact that he benefited from learning about the
heritage of the Latino/Latina community and that he found this information necessary.
Such comments may also illustrate that these young people do value and consider it
important to learn about the different racial/ethnic groups that make up their
community.
Olivia talked about an action her group (Jewish Affinity) took to express their
desires to learn more in school about the cultures of others. She stated:
We wrote a letter to the teacher saying that we would like to learn about
different cultures.
Olivia, Jewish, female 7th grader
The importance of providing an opportunity for students to actively engage in
learning, teaching and constructing a new understanding of other people’s heritage is
succinctly summed up in her comments.
The next two comments by Marfa and Antonio directly addressed how learning
new information about different groups may help young people refrain from engaging in
acts of racial meanness. For example, Marfa openly admits her “racist” attitude toward
other groups before becoming involved with CIG when she explained...
Now that I look at it, I was kind of racist because I thought my race was
better and everything, but now like I’m not, you know what I’m
saying.... Now I know about everybody else’s race and I don’t make fun
of their race [You used to?] Yeah!!!
Marfa, Puerto Rican, female 8th grader
Meanwhile, Antonio’s comment makes evident that learning new information
about oneself and about others helped him to better understand the behavior of others as
part of their heritage and not because they are “weird.”
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I learned a lot about my own culture and a lot about other people’s
culture.. .that really helped me, now it helps me understand people more.
If like someone does something that I think is weird, not to be like
offended by it or think differently of them-it’s just his or her tradition.
Antonio, Puerto Rican, male 8th grader
An assessment of these responses indicates that interaction with youth from
diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds and the information students gained about other
people’s racial/ethnic heritage in CIG helped them gain a greater sense of respect for
other people’s heritage. In so doing, CIG helped students become more tolerant and
accepting of differences in others. While it would be premature to suggest that CIG
improved interethnic relationships among youth, it is reasonable to assume that it did
positively affect interethnic attitudes and perceptions.

Emerging awareness of the pervasiveness of racism
The third theme, emerging awareness of the pervasiveness of racism, emerged
as I analyzed how students responded to interview questions in which they were asked
to define, explain and discuss any incidents they might have had with racism or
discrimination. Although some participants stated they were “aware of racism” prior to
CIG, it appears that understanding the pervasiveness of racism was new for them. Their
ability to identify their friends or family members as possibly racist or discriminating
was in conflict with how they wanted to see them.
Several students gave examples of being discriminated against by their family
members and friends; yet, they were quick to describe these friends or relatives as “very
generous and nice people”. For example, Anisha stated:
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Racism is judging someone because of [his or her] race. I kind of knew
about racism. I have unfortunately experienced it in my family. As you
can imagine when my father [who is Jewish] brought my mother [who is
Black] to meet his family they were definitely surprised. Even now, they
treat her differently. So, it is kind of hard. It is like your own
grandfather treating your mother not very nicely. But we have all gotten
used to it. They [my grandparents] are very generous and very nice
people, but they are moving out of their neighborhood because there are
so many African Americans around them.
When Antonio described racism, he did so reflecting on experiences with his
friends. He did not describe them as racist, yet their comments certainly indicate that
they think “lesser of Puerto Ricans.” He stated:
[R]acism can be in a lot of different forms.. .like violence.. .it is put in
gangs. I don’t really think of anyone in a race, I think of everybody as
one person. My friends aren’t really like racist in any way, but they think
lesser of Puerto Ricans. They think of Puerto Ricans as others think and
sometimes they say, “How did you get in my country?” ...[and] “You
should be in Puerto Rico”. The majority of Puerto Ricans are not poor,
but [they’re] not wealthy either. The are just like middle class. Many
people don’t know that [Puerto Ricans] live in a house. ... I didn’t really
learn very much about racism ’cause I already knew a lot about it [but]
now I think of it as a worst problem than I did before.. .and now I even
think of it as a Latino.
Antonio, Puerto Rican, male 8th grader
These comments indicate that Antonio’s individual awareness of the
pervasiveness of racism has increased. His participation in CIG may have helped him
become more aware of the implications of racism for himself as a Latino and to question
his White friends’ stereotypes about Puerto Ricans. Conversely, his comments also
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indicated the difficulty that he was having acknowledging that his White friends
sometimes made racist and stereotypical comments about Puerto Ricans. Thran, a
South Asian Indian 7th grader, articulated a similar awareness and naivete about the
discriminatory behavior he encountered. He had this to say about racism:
Racism is bad, really bad. If somebody uses it, the other person feels
really bad, angry. A lot of fights have started in my school because of
that, you know - when you call somebody a bad name or something and
even if they mean it as a joke, it will begin fights. So, I just say that is
bad.

Although Thran stated “discrimination has never happened to me or anyone in
my family”, throughout his interview he described several incidents that contradicted
that reality. In fact, his father, uncle and he had experienced discriminatory comments,
behaviors and attitudes. For example, when he talked about his school experiences
(elementary and middle), he reported being “harassed for six months”. Thran attributed
this harassment to his skin color (dark), and his vegetarian diet (an essential requisite of
his Hindu beliefs) and because as he said... “I was the only Indian kid”. He continues:
For six months people used to call me names and pushing me around, but
I didn’t take it badly. At first, I was angry [but] my mom said whatever
they say you know it’s not true. Don’t let it get to you. .. .But you know
for six months I’ve been getting harassed [and] the teachers they don’t do
anything.
Thran’s perception of the “teachers doing nothing” strongly implied that he felt
they should have acted to address the harassment that he was experiencing. Perhaps he
is right to believe that if they had, the harassment might have discontinued. Thran s
comments point to the fact that members of his family and he had encountered
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discrimination because of other people’s perception of them, particularly that they are
Black. For example, Thran shares an encounter that his father and uncle had:
My dad works in a liquor store in Holyoke. Indians are like short and
Black...and sometimes people that walk in call them nigger...nobody says
it besides the people there [in Holyoke]. My dad and uncle, they just took
it as a joke. It didn’t bother them.
Thran’s ability to mirror the way his dad and uncle described it to him as “Just a
joke” may reside in the fact that his family is South Asian Indian. Although the term
nigger may have been offensive to him and his relatives, they were able to dismiss this

name-calling as a “joke” because it was a case of mistaken identity since they are Indian,
not Black.
Despite his denial of the negative impact such incidents may have had on him,
Thran is quick to add that the facilitator of his Affinity CIG group had really been helpful
in assisting him to deal with “put downs”:
Khyati (a facilitator) said whatever other people say, don’t let it get to you
’cause you know what your parents taught you and they are right. Don’t let
other people change you’re mind about it.
Thran’s need to point out the particular way that Khyati had “helped him out”
suggests that these incidents had (and continue to have) a negative effect on him.
However, by reinforcing what his parents had taught him Khyati, a South Asian Indian
female, affirmed Thran’s Asian identity and helped him develop some effective responses
to racist and discriminatory comments and actions. She also reinforced a culturally
salient belief in the respect of one’s elders.
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The statement below made by Paul indicates that he had become more aware of
the pervasiveness of racism. He stated:
I learned that [racism] is something that grows every day, changes every
day, it varies, it’s horrible. I learned that it can be very violent sometimes.
Well, it’s in the news a lot because of the beatings or murders.. .you know
all these things in the media. People try to get along, but they all deny its
[racism] existence because they think they solved the problem...but it’s
everywhere.
Paul, European American, male, 7th grader
Paul’s comments suggest that his CIG experience increased his awareness and
understanding of the pervasiveness of racism. His comments offer a deeper understanding
of the complex nature of racism and a precaution against denying its existence. As a
European American male, Paul’s understanding of the complex role and nature of racism
in this society is important if he is to be an ally for social justice.
Most of the students reported that they “didn’t really notice a lot of racism” at
Equity Middle School. However, some of their comments indicate that there is some
discrimination and certainly race segregation occurring.
Student self-segregation as described by students in this study was a phenomenon
that occurred mainly because of race. Self-segregation among girls, as reported by one
young male in this study, was different from the way boys select their groups. Antonio
stated:
... [W]ith girls, race doesn’t really matter; they hang out with anyone. But
most of the boys just hang with their same ethnic boys...
Antonio, Puerto Rican, male 8th grader

Race, in this study, was used to describe how youth in this school decided who
they would “hang out with”. One student draws from a hypothetical situation to offer his
understanding of how complex the interethnic relationships among kids are in his school.
Thran begins:
This is a hypothetical situation. ...If there are two White boys standing
there, a Black kid just walked up, and said hi, the two White kids would
chat more with each other than they would chat to the Black boy. What I
am trying to say, if there were more Puerto Ricans, they would keep in
contact with themselves instead of with other people. So what I mean is
the Black people and White people would be friends, but not really best
friends like the two White people may be...[B]asically White people stick
with the White people. That’s what I am trying to say. Its just like Puerto
Rican would stick with the Puerto Ricans; they would like to talk to
White people, but basically the Puerto Ricans would be best friends...
Thran, South Asian Indian, male, 7th grader
Thran’s comments point to the fact that race segregation is occurring among boys
from different racial/ethnic backgrounds. Though he used a hypothetical situation to
describe how he perceived race relations, I got the sense that what he was describing is
less hypothetical and more real to his situation. The tension that exists between young
men of different racial/ethnic background is confounded by the stereotypes they may take
in about different racial/ethnic groups. Marfa spoke matter-of-factly about the race
segregation that takes place at Equity Middle School. From her description, self¬
segregation is very apparent particularly in the cafeteria. Marfa stated,
There are tables. The first table is all the Puerto Ricans—all the Spanish
people none of them speak [just] English, they are all bilingual-people.
And like the second table is all the people, that think they are cute. And
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then, the third table, that’s where I sit, that’s my table and we’re the
outcast group and then there’s another table where all the jock people
sit.. .they are the morenos and they just talk sports. Another table is all the
gringuitas, like all the White girls, you know.

For Thran and Maria there are clear circumstances when racial segregation occurs
or “hypothetically” will occur in school. Race segregation by itself is not the cause of
racism or discrimination. In fact, the idea of affinity (or race segregated) groups can
provide very constructive and affirming opportunities for exploring and affirming one’s
identity and heritage. However, failing to recognize that such groups also have the
potential to develop stereotypes about other groups and reproduce offensive or
diminished inter-group relations is imprudent. We need only look at the expansion of
membership in such groups as the Aryan Nation to understand that self-segregation by
race and/or ethnicity can be destructive and provoke violence against innocent people.
Yet, it is human nature to want to be with people who share your physical characteristics,
linguistic, cultural and/or history. Tatum (1992) states that when individuals are given the
opportunity to learn about the psychological legacy of racism, they often need a time in
which to be in the company of same reference group members. The Cultural Identity
Group program encourages self-segregation as one way to affirm the racial/ethnic
diversity of its participants and to help them to increase their awareness of and respect for
the cultural heritage of other people.
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Ability to confront injustice and use their
CIG experience in the future
The fourth theme relates to students’ ability to confront injustice and how they
might use their CIG experience in the future. One indication of the importance of

students’ CIG experience was their desire to have other students participate in CIG.
Many of the students who participated in this study felt that other students should attend
CIG, so that “they will have a chance to learn about their culture and other groups.” Thran
stated that:
I would like other students to participate because they also can learn what I
have learn.. .but you can’t force anybody if they don’t want to. I asked
people if they wanted to join. I just say you can express your feelings and
you don’t have to be put down, just because you’re the only one.
Thran, South Asian Indian male, 7th grade

It is clear that Thran understood that in order for students to participate in CIG
they had to be motivated to do so. Further, he suggested offering an opportunity to
express their feelings and feel safe may motivate more students to participate in this
intervention. I suggest that such comments support the interpretation that the students
felt CIG was a safe place to talk about what it means to be from a different racial/ethnic
group. Paul explained why he believed other students should participate in CIG:
Yeah, I would like a lot of people to participate. It’s a positive idea
because they’d learn more about me - I’d learn more about them - we’d
learn about each other’s culture.
Paul, European American, male, 7th grader
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Antonio also felt strongly that his friends should participate in CIG. Antonio
stated:
Yeah, I think most of my friends should do [CIG] cause like I said before,
they think lesser of us [Puerto Ricans]
Antonio, Puerto Rican, male, 8th grader
It is noteworthy that students felt that other students should participate in CIG
because they would learn about their own and other people’s cultural heritage, they would
have a place to express their feelings, and that CIG would be fun. In their comments,
students acknowledged a need for a safe place to discuss these issues. Antonio and Paul
succinctly summed up the value of CIG participation:
I mostly like learning about different people’s cultures and not only mine
but other people’s. It was fun learning all about different feasts and
different traditions.
Antonio, Puerto Rican, male, 8th grader
I like learning about a lot of cultures that are really close to me like
Latino...I like learning about them - how people live. I loved learning
about Hispanics.
Paul, European American, male 7th grader
Conversely, Meredith’s comment laments not having learned and shared as much
as she would have liked about the culture(s) of people in her blended group. Without
apology, she offers this criticism of her Blended Group experience:
I don’t feel that I really learned a lot in the blended groups.. .like I didn’t
think that I learned about other people’s culture and I thought that we were
going to be doing more sharing about our own cultures with the other
group more...so.... That is why I didn’t really like [the Blended group] as
much as I did the Affinity group. I like being with other people from other
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cultures. I just wish that we would have been talking about our own
cultures and learn about other people’s cultures more than what we did...
It was really nice to be ale to like express your feelings about other
people’s cultures and our own culture...together in a friendly way.
Meredith described an activity in which students used Theater of the Oppressed
Techniques (Boal, 1997). The activity facilitated the students’ communication and
mediation skills to help them address racial/ethnic conflict toward them, another
individual or a racial/ethnic group. Meredith elaborated on a Community Building
session:
When we had to role-play [during the Community Building session] when some
one was really mean to us and we had to figure out a way to come with a way to
make it better. I like that. It made us think if we were really in that situation, we
could figure out [what to do].
Meredith, Jewish female, 7th grader
Another example of this same activity was described by Anisha as something that
“really opened people up.” Anisha commented:
I know Magdalena (the outside facilitator) and she is just a wonderful
woman. She is very expressive and I love that about her. The games that
she taught us were wonderful; everyone [was] expressing our feelings. At
first, everyone was a little bit shy and felt stupid, but then everyone got
into it, like the role-playing. I like the things she chose, like some of my
friends don’t like Puerto Ricans. I actually think that we should have done
more; I think I would have had her to be a bigger part in the whole thing.
She makes everybody want to participate. You know this will be fun, it is
a good chance for me to have fun, meet some new people, and express my
feelings.
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These and other comments throughout this chapter suggest that student’s
racial/ethnic identity and interethnic communication and understanding was positively
affected by their Cultural Identity Group experience and that they may have gained some
useful tools to deal with racism in the future.
Finally, students took a concluding moment to offer responses on their assessment
of CIG and how CIG would benefit them in the future.
One student shared that what he’d found most helpful about being in CIG:
[Y]ou know, I learned a bit more about how to understand people from different
races...you know I think that will help me out in the future.
Mandela, Biracial, male, 8th grader
Mandela continued attesting that, though he had not used what he learned in CIG,
he thought that it would help him in the future. He elaborated:
I haven’t really gotten to use [what I learned] yet [but] I think I am gonna.
Just understanding people that comes automatically from being around
other people now.. .it is good to learn about those things. I learned a bit
more about how to understand people from different races. I know more
than I did before [and] now I look at [how people] feel, you know. I think
that will help me out in the future.
Mandela, Biracial, male 8th grader
Maria openly admitted that she used to think that Puerto Ricans were better than
“other people’s race.” Through her active participation with CIG, she began to
experience other people’s culture as “cool” instead of something to be ridiculed. Marfa
stated:
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I got to learn about other people’s race. And now I know, cause before I
was like Puerto Ricans this, Puerto Ricans that.. .1 thought we were the
best race and everything, and then when we got together with other races
[African American, Asian, Biracial, Jewish, European Americans, Latinos]
I was like oh, that’s pretty cool. So, I learned that our race wasn’t the only
race. It helped me.
Marfa, Puerto Rican, female, 8th grader
Maria’s attitude toward other racial/ethnic groups began to change and to reflect
more positive interethnic attitude toward people that she used to “make fun of’. Such a
comment suggests that CIG had a positive impact on her racial and ethnic identity
development. Marfa described how she might use what she learned in CIG to stand up
for a person being “targeted” because of their race. She stated:
If a White kid was going to get beat up, I would use my knowledge to do
good...I’d say “Yo’ why are picking on him, just cause he’s White?” ...I
don’t like to see other [kids] get beat up.
Marfa’s sense that she would put what she learned in CIG to good use in the
future is echoed by other students who also discussed how they would use what they
learned in academics. Anisha also believed her CIG experience would be useful to her in
her academic life. She said:
I think that it will help me in the future when I am writing a paper, or if I
am taking a cultural course in college or even high school. It will help me
to write a paper [because] I will know a little bit more about it. I will know
a little bit more about the Black culture so I’d be able to relate to it more.

93

Summary
This chapter has reported the findings from the Multigroup Ethnic Identity
Measure data and analyzed student interviews for themes relevant to the research
questions. The pre-scores for the CIG participants (3.1) and control group (2.7) indicate
that students in the cultural identity group were initially different from the control group
in terms of their racial/ethnic identity (pc. 01). That is, participants in CIG scored higher
in their racial/ethnic identity at the pre-test than the control group members did. It would
appear that the difference between the CIG and the control group is not due to the larger
number of students of color in CIG. Rather, the likely explanation for this difference is
that the CIG student self-selected to be in the group. Their interest in this intervention
suggests that all students in CIG were beginning the process of exploring their
racial/ethnic identity.
At the end of the intervention, the MEIM was re-administered to both the control
and the experimental groups. There was no significant difference between the CIG pre¬
test and post-test scores. One possible explanation is the lack of sensitivity of the
Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure or the short duration of this intervention.
The interviews were analyzed thematically to investigate how students might have
been affected by the cultural identity group intervention. The four themes that emerged
from this analysis are:
■

a greater awareness of racial/ethnic self;

■

an increased interethnic awareness;

■

an emerging awareness of the pervasiveness of racism;

■

the development of skills to interrupt injustice and use their CIG experience in the
future.
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CHAPTER V

RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

Summary of the Study

No other cohort group is more confusing to themselves and the adults in their
environment than the adolescent age group. All adolescents (roughly ages 10-21) face
similar psychosocial, emotional, sexual and cognitive changes in their quest to define
themselves in the adult world. Since the “inception” of adolescence as defined by Hall in
1904, adolescents have been maligned as a self-centered, rebellious, and ungrateful age
group filled with “stress and storm” toward everyone, particularly adults. Erikson (1968)
posited that although teenagers seek their own identity, they are also obsessed with how
others see them. The adolescent seeks independence from her parents, is concerned with
fitting into a peer group, and yet is preoccupied with how adults see her. Described as a
competitive force against parents and blamed for the corruption of pre-adolescents and
each other, adolescents are more at-risk of being misunderstood, perhaps, than they are of
misbehaving.
Traditional research on adolescents has not included multiple perspectives. Prior
to 1980, much of the research on adolescents focused on White, primarily male, middleclass youth. This narrowly focused research paradigm has meant that White girls and
adolescents of color have scarcely appeared in the traditional research literature on
adolescent development (Phinney, 1990). When White girls and young people of color
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have been mentioned in the literature, it has typically been in a deviant or pathologized
manner.
In this study, the review of the literature on adolescent development theory
explored adolescent developmental changes across race. I did this to draw attention to the
fact that, for young people of color, answering the question “Who Am I?” is accompanied
by the question “What does it mean to be a person of color?”
This study investigated the impact of a cultural identity group experience on the
racial/ethnic identity development of middle school students. This study posed the
following research questions:
1. Does participation in the cultural identity group affect ethnic identity for adolescents?
If so, how does participation in the cultural identity group affect the racial/ethnic
identity development of adolescents?
2. Does participation in the cultural identity group positively affect interethnic
relationships among adolescents? If so, how?
The design of the study entailed implementing the Cultural Identity Group (CIG)
program, a hands on, after-school program designed to provide young people with a safe
environment in which to discuss and explore their own cultural identity and that of others.
The intervention was comprised of two phases. These phases focused on self and other,
respectively. A large group community building activity conjoined the two phases. The
intervention concluded with an event of celebration, recognition, food and entertainment.
The methodology used included both quantitative and qualitative measures.
Quantitative data was collected using the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM)
and provided information on the pre-intervention and post-intervention status of students
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ethnic identity development. Qualitative data included interviews with nine participants
representing the different CIG groups.
Given that it was not possible to create a comparison group, there is no analysis of
the CIG and control group presented in this study. An analysis of the pre-post measure
for the CIG group did not indicate a significant change. However, given the short span of
time between administering the pre- and post-tests questionnaire (approximately 12
weeks), I concluded that the MEIM instrument might not be sensitive enough to pick up
subtle changes in ethnic identity. This conclusion was supported by an analysis of
student interview data, which did suggest that there was a change in the attitude and
behavior toward other racial/ethnic groups by CIG participants.
Interview data suggested that CIG students were positively affected by the cultural
identity group intervention. I identified four major themes in my analysis of the
interviews. The four themes that emerged from this analysis were:
■

a higher awareness of racial/ethnic self;

■

an increased interethnic awareness;

■

an emerging awareness of the pervasiveness of racism;

■

the development of skills to interrupt injustice and use their CIG experience in the
future
Adolescents’ comments in this study, particularly those by youth of color, have

underscored the impact of race/ethnicity on their lives. For example, more students of
color reported joining CIG to explore their own cultural heritage. Thran, for example,
spoke about how he was “harassed” because he was the “only Indian kid.” Antonio
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addressed the ignorance that he must deal with from his White friends who sometimes
. .think lesser of Puerto Ricans.”
The CIG students welcomed the opportunity to participate in the Cultural Identity
Group Program to address issues of race and racism and explore their heritage in a
constructive manner and environment. They did so within the context of structured
meetings facilitated by trained adults. Comments such as was this one made by Anisha
during her interview, “it’s not just like a day in school where you are just learning and
you can’t talk. We all had [the opportunity to participate in] the conversations and that
was helpful” (Anisha Student Interview) counteracts the generalization made that
adolescence are rebellious toward adults. This does not mean to suggest that there was no
period of “stress and storm” in the experiences of these students. But within the context
of the CIG experience, they were respectful and welcomed adult guidance and
intervention.
This study also redresses the Eriksonian paradigm that does not consider the
impact on adolescent development that maybe imposed by individual, cultural and
institutional racism or sexism. Because his work focused on White males, Erikson didn't
make distinctions between the identity development of White males and girls and youth
of color. Thus, when differences are noted, the interpretation is that this behavior is
deviant from the “norm”. The literature review on racial identity and ethnic identity
development further supports the argument that, for the adolescent of color, issues of race
and ethnicity are fundamental dimensions of developing a positive social identity.
This study argues against assuming that adolescent White males can represent all
adolescents. I found that race and ethnicity are central to the development of youth of
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color and salient to some White adolescents. Students of color in this study spoke
repeatedly of how they and their family members were treated because of their race/ethnic
background. Student interviews suggested that issues of race and ethnicity emerge
around the onset of adolescence for young people of color as well as some
White adolescents. Perhaps the reason that some White youth are interested in learning
about people of color is due to their exposure to people from diverse backgrounds. While
youth of color certainly talked about their ethnicity at a higher rate than Whites, the
interview data in this study provide evidence that some Whites are also interested in race
and ethnicity. Often this interest is in the form of wanting to learn about “others”, but
they are demonstrating a dimension of heightened racial awareness. Their
awareness differs from kids of color in that it is based on more abstract concepts such as
social justice, rather than personal experience with racism. At times their awareness
reflected an internalized sense of White superiority. One mother of a White CIG
participant remarked that her daughter always wanted to “bring home all those Black kids
and take care of them”. Although this young White girl may not have understood White
privilege, she was aware of racial issues and had a sense of privilege “to want to help.”
This study expands and deepens our discussion of racial identity and
adolescence. Much of the research on racial identity has focused on the racial identity
development of college-age students and has not dealt with the pre or early adolescents.
This study focuses on early and pre-adolescents and provides a window into how
racial/ethnic awareness intersects with entrance into adolescence and points to the
complexity of the intersection of race/ethnicity and development. This intervention
includes early and pre- adolescents and young people from the dominant White group,

99

thus broadening the applicability of racial identity theory and underscoring the need to
address the racial and ethnic identity of all youth.
This intervention provided White students in the group with an appealing
opportunity. It was appealing in the sense that they wanted to know about the culture of
other people and how others dealt with discrimination. Paul said, “ I participated in the
project because I was very interested in learning about other people’s culture and about
how they coped in the world ... with experiences with racism and prejudice and how they
dealt with it, how they still have to deal with it ”. David said that since we live in the
community with different people, we should learn about them. Implicit in this statement
is the assumption that if other cultures are better understood, there would be improved
interethnic communications.
Finally, this intervention allowed students to gain access to information about
their backgrounds. In particular, it meant that for many White students, they saw
themselves for the first time as individuals with a racial and ethnic background. A
young male, exploring his German background, found out in the process that he also has
Jewish ancestry. The CIG program gave Whites an opportunity to recover a part of their
heritage that they or their families had voluntarily or through assimilationist practices
been forced to give up.
While youth of color are clear on the notion of having a culture, even if their
information is inaccurate or distorted. White students are not. Many White participants in
the group felt devoid of culture. Some of the CIG activities (e.g., Peter’s Projection map
exercise which traced one's ancestral roots to America) served as an opportunity to
reintroduce Whites to their own culture.
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Also, data collected from the CIG pre-score MEIMs corroborated my interview
data suggesting a heightened sense of racial awareness among White CIG participants.

Implications
Although it is important not to overgeneralize the findings gleaned from this
study, there appear to be several implications that, if properly contextualized, can be
useful to other researchers, educators and psychologists. Implications from this study
concern students, educators as well as theories adolescent development and racial
identity.
Students benefit from being able to learn about their ethnic backgrounds, talk
about race and learn about racism (Zuniga, et al; 1996, in press). Doing this in a
structured environment with adults from different racial/ethnic backgrounds who have
been trained and can model positive interethnic communications may have a positive
impact on the racial/ethnic development of youth and on interethnic relationships.
Students benefit from seeing role models from different racial/ethnic backgrounds
working together.

Students can benefit from direct dialogue on issues surrounding race and racism
(Zuniga, X. et. al, 1996). Participating in an intervention such as the Cultural Identity
Groups can help students become more aware of their own ethnic background and the
backgrounds of others, and help them develop positive interethnic relationships with
peers in school and in the neighborhood. Working in-groups — both same race/ethnicity
and blended groups -- can promote better interethnic relationships.
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Another implication is that the issues of race and racism can be constructively
discussed within a multicultural anti-racist curriculum (Zuniga, X. et. al, 1997, 1996).
This implication has possibilities for curriculum school-wide. Many of the students
interviewed thought cultural identity groups would benefit more students. They believed
that if more students participated they would learn more about their own cultures and the
cultures of others which, in turn, would help them view and interact with others with
more respect. Since issues of race and racism are taboo in many schools, (Jervis, 1993;
Nieto, 1994) this intervention offers educators one strategy for approaching such topics.
The curriculum in CIG was student-centered and guided by the needs and interests of
students. It is important when discussing these issues that students have some input and
control over the content and process.
Racial identity has an impact on the identity development of adolescents,
particularly for youth of color and some White students. Researchers should be careful to
study and address differences as well as similarities in adolescent development based on
racial/ethnic factors. Future and current educators need to learn more about theories of
racial identity and understand how racial identity development plays out in students’ lives
and in school classrooms and hallways. However, as Carter and Goodwin (1994) suggest,
educators must first be aware of their own racial identity before attempting to support
students in the exploration of theirs and another’s racial heritage.

Recommendations Based on the Study
I suggest five recommendations based on the findings and implications of this
study. Taken as a whole, these recommendations call for an active response by school
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administrators and faculty. As always, there are ways of implementing recommendations
that observe the “letter of the law”, but fail to capture the intent or spirit of the
suggestions. The context for these recommendations is the belief that students can only
reach high levels of achievement in schools where each student is affirmed and respected.
My first recommendation is that schools create an on-going basis a safe and
respectful environment where students with specially trained adults can speak freely
about issues of race and racism. Cultural identity groups are one option; there may be
others. Essential to the process of creating a safe environment in which to address
issues of difference is creating a positive, respectful and open connection between
students and adults and among students. Students will not talk if they don’t feel cared
for, if their thoughts and feelings aren’t taken seriously, or if they feel judged. The
creation of a safe environment requires planning and sustained effort. The process is not
one in which students “just talk”; rather it is what Marilyn Cochran-Smith (1997)
describes as “hard talk.”
One reason that students in this study felt comfortable exploring their
backgrounds and talking about race and racism was because they felt safe - in both the
affinity groups and blended groups. In this study, the facilitators abandoned the rule of
addressing the teacher by his/her last name and encouraged participants to call them by
their first names. Doing so appeared to set a tone of egalitarianism in the group without
compromising respect for the adults.
Further, to create a positive school culture in which to explore issues of race and
racism, it is essential that the school foster opportunities for student leadership to emerge.
Groups should be heterogeneous in terms of race, class, gender and ability. It is
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important that the teacher/facilitator be specially trained, demonstrate a commitment to
youth and have the capacity to recognize and challenge their own biases. It is essential
that parents be involved, informed about the process and convinced of the importance of
this work in the school and home communities. They should also be offered
opportunities to express and explore their own experiences and observations with race
and racism.
My second recommendation is for the integration of multicultural subject matter
content into all areas of the curriculum. Student interviews reinforced students’ interest
in learning about themselves and others. They spoke of writing letters to their teachers
asking them to include more multicultural content. They expressed their appreciation for
learning more about their own and others’ heritage in the CIG groups. Student voices in
this study point to the need for an integrated anti-racist, multicultural curriculum.
My third recommendation is that teachers take active roles in preventing any
harassment of students. This recommendation derives from the student interview data
and CIG meeting comments regarding their experiences with harassment, discrimination
and name-calling in school. Too many students report incidences of harassment that go
unnoticed, unaddressed or dismissed by teachers and educators.
It appears that many educators lack the background, skills or training to deal with
issues of race and racism. My fourth recommendation is that the school personnel in this
school should be required to take a professional development course that focuses on anti¬
racism practices and effective classroom practices for all students. Educators need the
benefit of specialized professional development that will provide them with a
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constructive environment in which to discuss their own racial identity development and
from which they can develop some anti-racist strategies.
My fifth recommendation is that schools begin school-wide dialogues on race,
reminiscent of Lani Guinier’s proposal for a national dialogue on race. This conversation
should bring to the forefront the importance of positive racial identity, and the impact of
racism on interethnic relations in this school. Equally important, the conversation should
address the powerful relationship between racism and student academic achievement.

Suggestions for Further Research
Each study adds its piece to a body of research and hopefully forms the basis for
further inquiry. I suggest three additional studies that could add to this study’s
significance.
First, I suggest a study that investigates the differences between White CIG
participants and White non-CIG participants in order to better understand differences
between the two groups is suggested. What makes one White student more
racially/ethnically aware than another? What influence does the home environment play
and how might schools help other students become more aware? If we can improve our
understanding of the factors that contribute to a higher ethnic awareness of self and others
among some Whites, we can use this information to create models to help others do the
same.
A second suggestion for research is an action-oriented project to determine how
schools could more actively and consciously integrate the cultures of their students into
the curriculum. Such a study would best be done in a setting where teachers and
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administrators were supportive of the research goals. In such a setting, I anticipate that
there might be greater changes in the attitudes and behaviors of students toward other
racial and ethnic groups. In addition, such an environment might provide increased youth
participation and greater involvement of educators in the school. Further, the outcome of
an intervention such as the Cultural Identity Group project might immensely improve
interethnic relationships among all members of the school community. This is important
given that youth are keenly aware of the differential treatment accorded people based on
their race/ethnicity. This type of study may further the literature that explores the
relationship between racial/ethnic identity and school improvement.
A final area of research is to replicate the study in an urban setting where the
school population is more diverse. A more diverse student body would make it more
possible to create appropriately matched control groups. It would be important to see
what information was gathered in terms of students’ racial identity development including
that of White students. A new instrument that was more sensitive to changes in
racial/ethnic awareness over short periods of time could strengthen this study. In
addition, it would be useful to increase the sample size of students interviewed. The
length of the intervention might also be lengthened. An instrument that is more sensitive
to subtle changes may provide educators the opportunity to field-test a variety of
intervention measures such as the Cultural Identity Group program.

Conclusion
While this study documents the importance of dialogue about one’s heritage, race
and racism among students and adults, its real potential lies in the ability to move
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educators from dialogue to action. In this study, I affirm the identity of young people in
celebration of their unique racial/ethnic background and provide a forum from which
some of their voices on issues of race and racism can be heard. In the next century, our
survival will depend on our ability as adults and educators to wake up the children so that
they can wake up America to the magnificence and many resources represented in the
diversity of all peoples in the United States of North America. If CIG existed when I was
in middle school, I believe that my experience might have been less painful in both my
suburban and urban school experiences. Perhaps I would have been affirmed as an
African American by some of my White teachers and classmates and not called nigger or
chided by some of my Black friends and some of my relatives as “acting White.” My
belief in the need for young people to achieve a positive racial/ethnic identity is manifest
in the work of the Cultural Identity Group intervention and study. When I began this
study I had no doubt that schools could and do hinder the positive racial/ethnic identity of
young people. Upon completing this study, I have learned a more powerful and two-fold
lesson. First, schools can have a positive impact on the racial/ethnic identity of young
people if adults in schools are willing to struggle first with their own racial/ethnic
identity. Second, when adults are willing to do this for themselves and for young people,
they will reap the benefits of continuing to grow in their own racial/ethnic awareness and
that of others.
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APPENDIX A
PARENTAL PERMISSION FORM ENGLISH/SPANISH

Permission Form -

Cultural

Identity Group

Child's Name _Gender_ Grade_
Address

Please check the group your child is requesting:
..
(We are requesting racial group identification for the purposes of
the first phase of the project in which young people will meet in
same race/ethnic groups.)
_
_
_
_
_
_

African-American
Asian-American
Biracial/Mixed Heritage American
Jewish American
European American
Latino/a American

I
understand that my child will be asked to complete a
questionnaire about interethnic relations at the beginning and the
end of the cultural identity group project.
I understand that my child has the right to discontinue
participation in the completion of the questionnaire at any time.
I understand that my child's name will not appear on the
questionnaire and my child's name will not be used in any report.
Confidentiality will be maintained at all times.
PLEASE CHECK ALL THAT APPLY:
_I give my child permission to participate in this project.
and to complete the questionnaire at the beginning and end of the
project.

it

I would like to receive a summary of the research report when
is completed.

In the course of participating in the group some photographs
videotape
may
be
taken.
I
understand
that
my
child may
photographed or videotaped unless I indicate other wise.
If you do not want your
please check here_.

child

to

be

videotaped

or

or
be.

photographed

Print Parent Name
Parent SignatureMB^^^HEH^R^HflHflHBRSIl
■

Please return to Equity Main Office by October 10th
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.

&&&is?

IBMb*-

Formulario de Permiso-Grupos de Identidad Cultural
Nombcr de Hijo/a_Genero_Grado.
Direccidn_

Por favor marque el gnipo que su hijo/a quiera participan
(Es tamos pidiendo identificacidn del gnipo racial por el propdsito de la primer fase del
proyecto en la cual los jovenes se reuniran en grupos de misma raza.)
_Afro-Americano
_Asiatic© Americano
_Biracial/Americanos de Herencia Mezclada
_Judio Americano
_Europeo Americano
_Latino/a Americano
Yo entiendo que a mi hijo/a le van a pedir que complete un cuestionario acerca de
reladones inter-etnicas en el principio y el final del Proyecto del Gnipo de Identidad
Cultural.
Yo entiendo que mi hijo/a tiene el derecho de discontinuar su participacion en la
terminacidn del cuestionario a cualquier tiempo.
Yo entiendo que el nombie de mi hijo/a no va aparecer en el cuestionario y el
nombre de mi hijo/a no sera usado en ningun reporte. Confidencialidad sera mantenida a
todo tiempo.
Por Favor Marque Todo Lo Que Aplique:
_Yo le doy permiso a mi hijo/a que participe en este proyecto y que complete el
cuestionario en el principio y final del proyecto.
_Yo deceo recibir un sumario del reporte de investigacidn cuendo este completo.

En el curso de participar and el grupo algunas fotos o videos scran cojidos. Yo entiendo
que mi hijo/a podra ser fotografado o grabado a menos que yo indique de otra manera.
Si listed no decea que su hijo/a sea grabado o fotografado por favor marque aqui_
Nombre de Padre

_____

Flrmade Padre_______
Por Favor devuelva a la oficina general antes del 10 de octobre.
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THE CULTURAL IDENTITY GROUP PROJECT

BE WHO YOU ARE JOIN

APPENDIX B

BE WHO YOU ARE POSTER
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APPENDIX C
THE MULTIGROUP ETHNIC IDENTITY MEASURE
In this country, people come from a lot of different cultures and there are many different
words to describe the different backgrounds of ethnic groups that people come from.
Some examples of the names of ethnic group are Mexican-American, Hispanic, Black,
Asian-American, American Indian, Anglo-American, and White. Every person ins bom
into an ethnic group, or sometimes two groups, but people differ on how important their
ethnicity is to them, how the feel about it, and how much their behavior is affected by it.
These questions are about your ethnicity or your ethnic group and how you feel about it or
react to it.
Please fill in:
In terms of ethnic group, I consider myself to be _
Use the numbers given below to indicate how much you agree or disagree with each
statement.
4: Strongly
agree

3: Somewhat
agree

2: Somewhat
agree

1: Strongly
agree

1. I have spent time trying to find out more about my own ethnic group, such as its
history, traditions, and customs.
2. I am active in organizations or social groups that include mostly members of my own
ethnic group
3. I have a clear sense of my ethnic background and what it means for me.
4. I like meeting and getting to know people from other than my own.
5. I think a lot about how my life will be affected by my ethnic group membership.
6. Iam happy that I am a member of the group I belong to.
7. I sometimes feel it would be better if different ethnic groups didn’t try to mix
together.
8. I am not very clear about the role of my ethnicity in my life.
9. I often spend time with people from ethnic groups other than my own.

ill

10.1 really have not spent much time trying to learn more about the culture and history of
my ethnic group.
11.1 have a strong sense of belonging to my own ethnic group.
12.1 understand pretty well what my ethnic group membership means to me, in terms of
how to relate to my own group and other groups.
13. In order to learn more about my ethnic background, I have often talked to other
people about my ethnic group.
14.1 have a lot of pride in my ethnic group and its accomplishments.
15.1 don’t try to become friends with people from other ethnic groups.
16.1 participate in cultural practices of my own group, such as special food, music, or
customs.
17.1 am involved in activities with people from other ethnic groups.
18.1 feel a strong attachment towards my own ethnic group.
19.1 enjoy being around people from ethnic groups other than my own.
20.1 feel good about my cultural or ethnic background.
Write in the number that gives the best answer to each question.
21. My ethnicity is
(1) Asian, Asian American, or Oriental
(2) Black or African American
(3) Hispanic or Latino
(4) White, Caucasian, European, not Hispanic
(5) American Indian
(6) Mixed; parents are from two different groups
(7) Other (write in):_
22. My father’s ethnicity is (use numbers above)
23. My mother’s ethnicity is (use numbers above)
In administering the measure, the title is not included, and the response options are
repeated at the top of each page.
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APPENDIX D
STUDENT INTERVIEW GUIDE

Section I
Cultural Identity Group Experience
1. Tell me about your experience in the Cultural Identity Group Project. Why did you
participate in the Cultural Identity Group?
2. Image I am a new student at Equity. Tell me about CIG.
3. What did you like about the project?
4. What did you like most about the Affinity group?
5. What did you like least about the Affinity group?
6. What did you like most about the Blended group?
7. What did you like least about the Blended group?
8. What did you like most about the community building with Magdalena?
9. Did your participation in the Cultural Identity Group help you? If yes, How? If no,
why didn’t it?
10. What did other people think about your participation in the Cultural Identity Group
A. Friends?
B. Teachers?
C. Parents?
11. Some kids dropped out of CIG. Why do you think they dropped out? [or Why did you
drop out?]
12. What did you learn from participating in the Cultural Identity Group
13. How will (or have) have you use(d) what you have learned?
14. Would you like other students to participate? Why? Why not?
15. How did kids from the Cultural Identity Group get along outside of the group, in e.g.,
sports, school, community? What changes did you notice, if any, in how kids from
different racial/ethnic backgrounds got along?
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Section II
Friends, School and Religious Background
1. Who are your friends? How would you describe them?
2. Are they the same friends you had when you were in elementary school?
3. Have you made new friends since you joined CIG?
4. How do you think kids of different races/ethnicity get along at Equity?
5. Does your family attend any religious services?
6. Does your family attend cultural events? If yes, explain? If no, why?

Section IE
Race Awareness
1. What did you learn about racism?
2. Racism is in the news a lot. How would you describe racism?
3. How would you describe your race/ethnic group membership?
4. Have you ever discussed race and/or racism with your parents or any member of your
family? If yes, what did you talk about?
5. Have you ever-discussed race and/or racism with your friends? If yes, what did you
talk about?
6. Have your parent ever shared any experience with you of being discriminated against?
If yes, can you describe or recall that incident to me?
7. Have your ever shared an incident of being discriminated against with anyone in your
family? If yes, can you recall the incident that you shared? If no, but, you had an
incident can you recall that incident for me now?

Section IV
Concluding Interview Questions
1. I was thinking that there should be a way for returning students to advise the
facilitators about things to do, ideas, recruitment of new students, and keeping the
Equity community updated on CIG information. Should there be a student advisory
board for the Cultural Identity Group Project. If, yes, Why? If no, Why not?
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2. Would you be interest in being considered for a seat on such a student board? Why?
Why not?
3. If you could, would you participate in CIG again next year? Why? Why not?
4. Is there any we haven’t discussed about the Cultural Identity Group Project you would
like to share with me at this time?
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